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      DRAWING LINES


      While riding home from church when I was six years old, I looked disdainfully at people who were mowing their lawns because I had learned that Christians did not work on Sunday. Though I don’t recall anyone at church actually telling me that people who mowed their lawns on Sundays were reprobates, I viewed them that way. Not only did they perform forbidden tasks on the Lord’s day, they obviously had not gone to church. This provided me a clear way of labeling some people as non-Christians.


      By observing those who mowed lawns on Sunday, I could distinguish those who belonged to my religion from those who did not. At the age of six I had already absorbed and applied a line-drawing approach to Christianity, and I had the security of knowing that I was on the right side of the line. I was “in.” As I grew older I continued to derive security from the lines I drew. As a teenager I felt morally superior because, in contrast to those around me, I did not cheat on tests, steal on the job, drink, dance, swear, smoke, or do drugs.


      After I left home to go to a Christian college, two different encounters led me to rethink using rules to draw lines. First, I happened to visit a church that had a longer list of rules than mine. Sitting in a pew in the back, I became increasingly uncomfortable as the church filled up. All the males had on white shirts and ties. I did not. My hair was 1970s stylishly long; theirs was 1950s short. I felt shame for standing out and not complying with their rules. I was on the wrong side of their line. I imagined them looking at me and thinking just what I thought of people on the wrong side of lines I had drawn. Had I made others feel like this? I did not like it.


      And, around the same time, I met some Christians who had a shorter list of rules than I did. They drank occasionally and enjoyed dancing. I faced a dilemma. My definition of Christianity told me that these people could not be Christians. In other ways, though, I recognized their faith to be more mature than my own. I either had to change my definition of a Christian or refuse to accept these friends as Christians. I concluded that legalism was the problem. I began to step away from my focus on rules, and I fully embraced my friends as Christians. I also began to see “legalists” as the ones who were not “good Christians.”


      Over the next seven years I continued changing and embraced new expressions of Christian discipleship: a simple lifestyle, total commitment to Jesus, openness to gifts of the Spirit, and commitment to social justice. I thought I had come a long way from my high school legalism until I sat in a Bible study and watched the teacher draw two diagrams on the board.


      He drew a line that angled uphill and said: “Many evangelical students see their life as a progression from the legalism of their youth to a more mature Christianity, which stresses issues of lifestyle and justice and explores authentic Christianity. It appears they have moved forward.” I thought, Yes, that’s me. Then he drew a circle and at different points wrote legalism, simple lifestyle, freedom to drink, and issues of justice. He pointed to the circle. “They move along, but they are not going anywhere. They just change one means of judging themselves as superior for another.”1 I felt stunned. Perhaps I had not progressed as far as I had thought.


      Stunned, yes, but I did not feel attacked because it was a gracious revelation—gracious in the spirit in which he did it and full of grace because it was a first step in my becoming more gracious toward myself and others. His observations led me to look at my life with new eyes. I saw that I had used the “broadening” of my faith perspective in the same way I had used the legalism of my youth: to draw lines between myself and others. Just as I had looked down on those who mowed their lawns on Sunday, I now looked down on those who did not share my new perspectives. Though I was self-righteously judging others, I also often felt judged by some people for things I did or believed. For instance, although my stance on US foreign policy in Central America caused some Christians to see me as a “good Christian,” other Christians critiqued me. One church I attended maintained that, regarding social issues, opposing abortion should be the priority for all Christians. I agreed it was an important issue, but because I put more time and energy into other causes, I felt like I did not measure up to their standard. I was on the wrong side of their line.


      Often when I read a book or heard a speaker, I would add something else to my list of what “true” Christians should support with their time and money. I tried to balance and carry this increasing load, but eventually it became impossible. Even I could not stay on the right side of the lines that I had drawn. So I would come up with a rationalization and then adjust the lines so that I could still see myself as a “good” Christian.


      Such line drawing is a community activity, defining who belongs and who does not. It gives security, but it also stifles authenticity. During my first four years as a missionary in Honduras, I attended a charismatic church, but I never shared that fact with people from my home church in New York. I told them about my Honduran church but never identified it as charismatic. I told myself that no one had asked, but I knew that I had purposefully withheld that information because attending a charismatic church had not been a casual decision. I had spent hours exploring biblical texts about the Holy Spirit, reading books about the gifts of the Spirit, and discussing it all with others in Honduras. Eventually I had decided to step away from my home church’s teaching that the gifts of the Spirit were for another age. I knew that this decision placed me on the wrong side of a line. Fearing shaming critique and rejection, I masked the truth and sealed off a significant aspect of my life from others. Though I remained in relationship with my New York church community, the shame that flowed from the lines we had drawn kept us from sharing our lives in a fully authentic way.


      While lines provide clear guidance, they can also hinder us from hearing the Spirit’s call. After four years in Honduras, I became a campus minister with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and moved to Syracuse, New York. Others involved with InterVarsity recommended that I look for an apartment near the university, but I had just spent four years drawing a thick line between missionaries who lived with the poor and those who isolated themselves in nice houses surrounded by large walls in wealthy neighborhoods. Living with the poor was not only part of my definition of being a good missionary, but it had become a badge of honor. If I lived on the “wrong side of town,” I would feel “in” with the circle of missionaries I most respected. There are certainly good reasons for living with the poor—in both Honduras and the United States—and the Holy Spirit has led me to do so at different points in my life. However, even more fundamentally, I think there are very good reasons to live in the context of one’s ministry. Ironically, I had distorted an incarnational calling from one context into doing the opposite somewhere else. Rather than living within walking distance of the university and having students as neighbors, I thought I should live on the other side of the city, unconnected to any people or ministry, just so I could grasp the status of being on the “right” side of the line I had drawn. Thankfully, before I signed a lease, I was honest enough with myself to recognize the distortion, and I rented an apartment a few blocks from Syracuse University. I wish I could tell you I did it free from shame, but I was not yet that far in my journey.


      I tell these stories not only to portray some of the problems that flow from line-drawing judgmentalism, but more importantly to display a common error. In college I recognized my legalistic self-righteousness, but I mistakenly thought that the legalistic rules were the problem. I viewed the solution as discarding the rules. I had not dug deeply enough. Although my perspectives about what it meant to be a good Christian had changed over the years, my drive to be right and my line drawing had remained constant. I had torn down one house and built another that looked completely different without realizing that both houses had been built on the same flawed foundation. My foundation of judgmental line drawing had prevented me from fully experiencing authentic Christian community in either house. This flawed foundation had also hindered me from experiencing the unconditional love of God.2


      Because both houses were built on the foundation of line drawing, they had similar characteristics: gracelessness, conditional acceptance, fear, lack of transparency, lack of empathy, self-righteousness, and shallow ethical change. My intent had been to invite others to embrace the beliefs and practices that mattered to me, yet in the process I unintentionally fostered these negative characteristics. I am not writing this book to convince readers to let go of their beliefs and values, but to describe how we can affirm our beliefs and live out our values without producing the negative characteristics listed above. God worked in and through me during my early years of ministry, and I grew and changed in many positive ways. Yet until my foundation was rebuilt, I could not experience the full measure of new creation life in Christ.


      I started drawing lines as a boy and kept drawing them for years. Others have different stories. Rather than drawing lines, some people try to erase lines and throw away all line-drawing markers. The following story displays the fruits of this approach.3


    


    

    

      ERASING LINES


      Dustin Maddox’s parents grew up in restrictive, line-drawing churches. As adults they fled the church and did not return, but Dustin occasionally went to church with his grandmother. Once, when he was eight, an older woman told a group of children, “Jesus loves you so much that he died for you so that God will not send you to hell.” Dustin thought, That doesn’t make sense. He raised his hand and asked, “If God loves us, then why does God want to send us to hell?” The woman responded, “People who ask questions like that end up going to hell.” At that moment, Dustin, like his parents, decided he was done with church. He did not want to end up like that woman. The stories he had heard from his parents and his experience with judgmental Christians in high school reinforced this conviction. His rejection of confident judgmentalism led him to align with those who took the opposite stance—a pluralistic approach to any truth claims.


      However, Dustin did have some nonjudgmental Christian friends who did not turn him off, and he sporadically went to their church youth group. Through their encouragement, he made a last-minute decision to accompany the youth group on a spring break mission trip to Mexico. The week was intense, both disturbing and exciting. He started the week by asking, “What is VBS?” only to find himself helping to run a Vacation Bible School program. The poverty he witnessed in Mexico disturbed and saddened him. Three brothers who walked a mile to come to the program caught his attention, especially the three-year-old, who made the trek barefoot. During a group prayer time, Dustin blurted out, “I don’t know how this works, but God, if you are there, if you could get this kid shoes, that would be really cool.” The next day the boy arrived wearing brand new shoes. Dustin recognized that any number of things might explain how that happened, but the startling answer to his prayer moved him deeply.


      That prayer came in the context of a week of studies on the Sermon on the Mount, and Dustin was finding Jesus to be completely and utterly compelling, unlike anyone he had ever heard or experienced. During the final study, the day the boy arrived with new shoes, a youth pastor from another church did something that had never happened in Dustin’s youth group. He gave an altar call, and Dustin went forward. In that moment of repentance and the Communion service that followed, Dustin encountered Jesus and sensed a call to something greater. He also recognized his shortcomings and brokenness in a way that he never had before. Yet it was a guilt-freeing, shame-depleting experience that was radically different from what he had felt as an eight-year-old. God’s love overwhelmed him.


      Back home he became actively involved in the church and youth group. Rather than drawing clearly defined lines to distinguish Christians from non-Christians, his leaders worked to erase lines because they too had experienced the negative fruit of line drawing. Because they held onto enough of Jesus, Dustin made connections with what he had experienced in Mexico. It felt like a Christian space to him, but in many ways the spirit and practices of the youth group matched the world that Dustin had inhabited before the mission trip. The fundamental philosophy was “whatever works for you.” Jesus seemed to be an optional add-on, a sort of a life coach mixed with relativism, even pluralism. In fact, things were so fuzzy and the imperatives so soft that Dustin felt no need to change his life in any significant way. He continued to party just as he had before. Later, when he began working at the church, his supervisor said, “Now that you are a leader, it is probably best if you do these things in a less public way.” The softness of this suggestion displayed the degree of discomfort that the church felt with anything that might appear to be line-drawing exclusion.


      Though Dustin did not experience any of the judgmentalism that drove his parents and his eight-year-old self from church, he began to recognize that the fuzzy, line-erasing approach also produced negative fruit. The flight from judgmentalism in the church led to a milder form of the “whateverism” Dustin had lived before becoming a Christian. The church often attracted Christians who were seeking an alternative to the line-drawing judgmentalism of their churches, and Dustin observed that as people got fuzzier and fuzzier, they eventually just left the church. As individuals wandered off, he sensed the church getting fuzzier too. Vague Christianity is not interesting or compelling, life-giving or transformative, and as the emphasis on genuine Christian orthodoxy decreased, the number of people leaving increased.


      Just as I had sincere and positive motivations for drawing lines, Dustin (and others like him) had positive and sincere motivations for erasing them. Yet Dustin began to recognize deficiencies in the pluralistic, nonjudgmental soil into which he and his friends had sunk their roots. The center of gravity was the autonomous “authentic self,” and he saw his friends, both Christians and non-Christians, pursue many unhealthy actions that they easily justified by claiming that they were just trying to discover their true selves. They legitimized a whole variety of behaviors with little genuine reflection about how it might hurt themselves or others. In the end, what was determinative was subjective, “I can do whatever I want, however I want, whenever I want, and no one can tell me differently.” There was no call or challenge to transformation, no imperative to work on deep-seated issues in one’s being or character. Rather, the corporate culture was one of permissiveness because, “Who am I to tell you anything differently?” Common guidance was to “listen to yourself,” which was offered without reins or constraints, without sharing a word of caution that our desires might mislead us because our feelings are fickle. More and more, Dustin realized that although the people in his church desired community, the soil in which the church was planted was not providing the conditions needed for true community.


      Looking back now, Dustin sees how ineffective he was pastorally—not just because he never offered words of warning that were desperately needed, but because of the blandness of it all. Who wants to have a conversation with a pastor who is just super nice? As in, “Hey man, I am here to support you in whatever you choose.” There is a role for people like that in our lives, but they don’t draw us toward transformation. They don’t challenge us by saying, “I know who you are and all that you could be; here are some things that do not reflect who God created you to be.” If we are going to grow, we need people around us who can help us picture the kingdom of God by saying, “The path you are walking is not the way to life, but you can step into this kingdom life, because this is the life for which God made you.”


      The reality of Dustin’s encounter with Jesus remained alive in his being, and themes from the Sermon on the Mount remained part of his experience. But as the years passed, he recognized that he had not been summoned to greater obedience to Jesus. He felt a strong push to try to fix the world but also an absence of any summons to sort out how to be a disciple of Jesus. He came to understand that many people in the church saw themselves as Christian authorities on the external world, but they did not recognize the need to obey anything beyond themselves in their individual lives. Despite his growing awareness about the negative aspects of the current he was in, he floated along because he didn’t want to be associated with line-drawing rigidness.


      In response to the self-righteous judgmentalism of a line-drawing church, it is understandable that Dustin—and others like him—pulled out their erasers and wiped out the lines. In response to the relativism and blandness of fuzzy churches, it is also understandable that other Christians have pulled out their markers to draw clearer and bolder lines. The intentions of both are positive, but the fruit is negative. Is there another option? A third way? I began to see the possibilities of a third way when I studied Galatians with Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida (Love, Faith, and Life Church) in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, in 1992 and 1993.4


    


    

    


      NEW CREATION COMMUNITY: PAUL’S VISION OF A UNIFIED TABLE


      After working for three years as a campus minister with InterVarsity in New York and then attending seminary, my wife, Lynn, and I returned to Honduras as missionaries. A few years after we returned, I walked down a dusty street and into a simple house in Flor del Campo, a squatter neighborhood in Tegucigalpa, where six leaders from Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida were waiting for me. They talked earnestly as the late-afternoon sun beat down on the tin roof above us. By attending seminars and reading books, these leaders had come to embrace a holistic gospel, but other members of their church were not supportive of their desire to become more active in confronting injustices and addressing physical needs in their community. The leaders had invited me to teach seminars on holistic mission, hoping that I would help convince the rest of the church to support a more holistic approach. The opportunity to become involved with this group excited me, but as an outsider I felt reluctant to tell the rest of the church how to think. Also, I knew about the legalism of many Honduran churches, and so I was concerned that working for justice for the impoverished would become a new obligation for the church, a dividing line that would separate “true” Christians from others.


      I proposed offering two four-hour workshops to give them tools they could use to study the Bible and together see a more holistic gospel in the Bible. As I prepared to lead these workshops, I made sure to include biblical texts that I thought would address the rampant legalism in the area.


      After going over some basics in biblical interpretation in the first session, we continued the next week. At one point I read Galatians 5:2, “If you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all,” and started making the point that we need to move beyond a simple, literal interpretation of Scripture if it is going to impact our lives. I was getting ready to talk about the principle that was behind this verse when a woman raised her hand and said, “My friend tells me that now that I have cut my hair, I am not saved. Is that true?” I felt both compassion and bewilderment—compassion for the woman, who was afraid that she had lost her salvation, and bewilderment about the severity of her friend’s line-drawing legalism. Attempting to keep the session on track, I suggested that she read the book of Galatians to discover the answer to her question. But as I attempted to continue with the teaching I had prepared, other hands shot up, and four people asked similar questions. Finally, I said, “Let’s come back next week and study Galatians together.” By reading Galatians together, I knew we would encounter texts that specifically challenged legalism and affirmed that salvation is by grace, not works.


      Unlike my first season in Honduras, I now recognized the more foundational problem of line drawing, and so I was concerned that the church might draw new lines. But I did not have a coherent third-way alternative. In response to their line drawing, I emphasized God’s grace, which was good, but as I look back on those years, I realize that I was providing pain relief medicine rather than addressing the underlying cause of the pain. I could see that part of the church’s problem was their line drawing, but the solution I offered, talking about God’s grace, had not actually worked in my own life. In my line-drawing years, I had preached salvation by grace, and yet I had lived out works righteousness. Thankfully, through the moving of the Spirit, more happened in the Galatians study with Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida than I anticipated.


      In the midst of my preparations for our study on Galatians, I read an essay that Richard Hays had given at the Context and Hermeneutics in the Americas Conference.5 Through that essay I saw that Paul’s concerns go beyond the Galatian church’s confusion about faith and works. Paul writes with passionate concern about the unity of the church community and how the principalities and powers were sowing division and enslaving people through judgmental line drawing. The following are some of the insights that emerged as the Amor Fe y Vida community studied Galatians together and began to see an alternative way, one that neither drew lines nor erased them.6


      In Galatians 2:11-16, Paul recalls a beautiful scene of Jewish and Gentile Christians eating together in Antioch, where those whom culture and religion has separated are united in Christ. The table fellowship they share offers a concrete example of new-creation reality through the cross of Jesus Christ (Gal 5:15-16). To appreciate the radical nature of this table fellowship more fully, we must recognize the role of the table in the first-century biblical context.


      In most cultures, whom you eat with matters. If someone invites you to share a meal, he or she is communicating something by that act. In some cultures, including the biblical world of the first century, the significance was much greater. To invite someone to share a meal communicated acceptance and honor. It was not done casually. In the world of Jesus, Peter, and Paul, Jews used the dinner table, along with circumcision and Sabbath observance, to separate themselves from non-Jews. By excluding non-Jews from the table, Jews could maintain their distinctive religious and cultural identity.


      However, God uses a dream about food to lead Peter to begin the work of breaking down this barrier and to preach the gospel to Gentiles (Acts 10:10-44). Therefore, it should not surprise us that when Peter visits the church in Antioch, he comfortably takes his place at the table to share the meal with the other followers of Jesus—both Gentiles and Jews (see Acts 11:2-18; Gal 2:12).


      Yet, tragically, the beautiful image of one united table of fellowship does not last. Some Jewish Christians arrive from Jerusalem, the mother church. Unable to overcome years of tradition and line drawing, they cannot eat with Gentiles; they sit at a separate table. Whether through explicit statements or the nonverbal implication of dining at a separate table, these emissaries from the Jerusalem church draw a line that communicates to the Gentile Christians that they may join the Jews at their table only if they become circumcised and follow other traditional Jewish laws.


      Imagine the shame and abandonment that the Gentile Christians must have felt when the local Jewish Christians, who had previously eaten with them, left the table of union to join the newly arrived visitors at the Jewish-only table in the corner. They not only stopped eating with the Gentile Christians, but they also ceased celebrating the Lord’s Supper together.7


      Paul tells us that Peter is afraid of those who are pressuring the Gentile Christians to become circumcised (Gal 2:12). Afraid of what? Before we imagine the scene, I invite you to remember a time when you felt that others were looking at you as if you were on the wrong side of a religious line. Now imagine what Peter thinks and feels as he sits at the table with the Gentiles, and the disbelieving stares of the emissaries from Jerusalem penetrate his being. He might imagine them going back to the church in Jerusalem, saying, “You will not believe what Peter is doing in Antioch. . . .” Under the scrutiny of their shaming gaze, Peter moves to the other table. Now imagine that you are another Jewish Christian who is still sitting at the table with Gentiles. You are not renowned like Peter; perhaps you are a new follower of Jesus. And then you see Peter, one of the twelve disciples of Jesus, leave. If he no longer thinks it is appropriate to eat at a table with Gentiles, how can you stay? Sadly, almost all the Jewish Christians leave the unified table—even Barnabas (Gal 2:13). Only one Jewish Christian—Paul—remains at the unified table with the Gentile Christians.


      In response, Paul writes a passionate letter to the churches of Galatia to confront this practice of a group of agitators who are distorting the gospel and threatening the unity of the churches. They have drawn a line to communicate that the Gentile converts must live like Jews in order to be true Christians. The agitators seek to change the behavior of the Gentile Christians by shaming them and threatening to exclude them. Paul fears that the tragedy of the divided tables in Antioch will occur in Galatia as well.


      In Antioch, Paul confronts Peter and reminds him that the Gentiles have a place at the table of God’s people—not by fulfilling certain actions that Jews used to distinguish themselves from others, but by trusting in Jesus’ faithful actions of obedience to God, even to the point of death on the cross (Gal 2:14-16).


      Paul understands that the rules are not the problem. Rather, the problem is with line-drawing religiosity. Paul does not argue with Peter about the content of the line but confronts him for drawing the line in the first place. Similarly, he does not confront the agitators in Galatia for having the wrong set of rules. For example, he does not say, “Circumcision is not what defines followers of Jesus; tithing distinguishes true believers from others. If you tithe, you have a place at the table!” Returning to the analogy I used at the end of my story about drawing lines, we could say that Paul does not argue about how to remodel the house. He digs deeper, proclaiming the need to rebuild on a new foundation.


      Paul recognizes that someone with a line-drawing mentality might hear his critique of circumcision as an argument to draw a new line. That, however, would produce an anti-circumcision group that will be just as self-righteous and exclusive as the circumcision group. He makes it absolutely clear that he is not interested in drawing further lines of distinction. After arguing against the necessity of circumcision throughout the letter, he makes a stunning statement: “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is the new creation” (Gal 6:14-15). By centering on Jesus Christ, he points to a totally different way than either drawing lines or erasing them.


      Although Paul does erase some lines that the Jewish Christians are drawing to separate themselves from the Gentiles, Paul does not take the fuzzy approach we observed in Dustin’s story. Paul does not write, “Erase the lines—everyone is in!” In Antioch, he confronts Peter. Later in Galatians, he warns against a kind of “whateverism” (Gal 5:13), and he lists appropriate and inappropriate behavior (Gal 5:13-26), encourages loving confrontation when someone sins (Gal 6:1), and identifies some people as outsiders who are no longer part of the community of faith (Gal 4:30; 5:4, 9). Paul recognizes that the solution to disunity, judgmentalism, and confusion about works righteousness in Galatia is neither to draw new lines nor to erase all lines.


      The members of Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida decided to leave behind their line-drawing paradigm as a way of defining their identity so that they could follow Paul in a radically different approach that would be centered on Jesus Christ and his saving work. I will share some of their adventure in this book.


      My time with Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida was exciting. Though the changes were not easy, the new life we found together was profound and beautiful. Compare the question I heard from the fearful woman who had cut her hair with the comment that my wife, Lynn, overheard a few years ago from Maria, a newcomer, who came to Amor Fe y Vida after experiencing line-drawing judgmentalism in other churches: “Now I have been changing, not because of rules and threats, but because I am loved.”


      We will also return to parts of Paul’s letter to the Galatians later in this book. (For a more in-depth look at the points made in the previous paragraphs, see my forthcoming book, Freedom from Religiosity: Studies in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, in the Luminaire Studies series.) This brief glimpse reveals how line-drawing judgmentalism distorts the gospel and produces shame and division. Paul responds to this situation with deep concern and passion. Let us do the same.


    


    

    

      MOVING FORWARD


      Similar to my experience after reading Galatians, Dustin reached a turning point and began to move toward a third option after reading Leslie Newbigin’s Foolishness to the Greeks. Newbigin argues that for too long we have viewed the Bible through the lens of Western culture, but now we need to look at Western culture through the lens of the Bible because Jesus has something to say to our particular cultural moment. This new stance led Dustin to an even more critical evaluation of the soil in which he had taken root, as well as the approach of his church. Although our experiences with line drawing and fuzziness are radically different, Dustin and I share something in our journey. Through the work of missiologist Paul Hiebert, both of us came to a deeper understanding of our past experiences and a clearer vision of the alternative that Paul models. The next two chapters will describe Hiebert’s bounded-set, fuzzy-set, and centered-set models. The purpose of this book is not merely to explain these categories, but to help churches become communities that are centered on Jesus so that they can lovingly walk with each other on a journey of transformation. After describing Hiebert’s categories, the rest of the book will focus on application—that is, how to live out a centered approach in the church.


      I wrote this book for practitioners—pastors, small group leaders, parachurch workers, youth group leaders, and Sunday school teachers. Much of the content of the book also comes from practitioners. Before I began writing, I intentionally sought out leaders who were seeking to apply the centered approach in their churches or ministries. I interviewed or met in focus groups with more than forty practitioners. Many of the examples and stories in this book are the fruit of those interviews. My interactions with these leaders did not merely serve to provide illustrations for concepts and strategies in the book. Rather, as I listened to these thoughtful leaders, I began to identify the common key elements for living out a centered approach. I wrote the outline for the book after the interviews. Thus this book is a collaborative project written both for practitioners and by practitioners.


      I was compelled to write this book because I have seen and experienced the shame and alienation produced by bounded churches, the blandness of fuzzy churches, and the liberating transformation through Jesus Christ of centered churches. The categories themselves are not the gospel, but they provide a powerful instructional tool to help us live the way of Jesus in our time. After hearing about these three approaches, someone recently said to me, “I have not heard anything like this for a long time. This will radically reshape my faith. This is huge.” May the same be true for you.


    


    










  


  [image: Image]


  ► Part One



  Defining the Paradigms


  

  TWENTY YEARS AGO, after a church service, my friend Larry Dunn approached me and said, “Mark, I read your book Religious No More. Have you read Paul Hiebert’s work on bounded and centered sets?” When I replied that I had not, Larry countered, “You should.” He knew he did not need to say more. Larry knew that, once I read Hiebert’s article, I would see connections to my own work. Indeed, Hiebert’s diagrams and definitions captured me immediately, clearly communicating something for which I had been seeking language. I wish I had read Hiebert before I had published that book, as it would have been better. Since reading Hiebert, I have become like Larry, looking for opportunities to introduce people to Hiebert’s definitions of bounded, fuzzy, and centered sets.


  As a professor, I work to come up with diagrams and drawings that I can use in class to illustrate concepts, as it is helpful to be able to visualize something. For the three stories I told in the first chapter—mine, Dustin’s, and Paul’s—Hiebert’s concepts and diagrams clearly and concisely communicate the core dynamic of each. Some diagrams, however, not only illustrate an idea, but also generate new ideas, exciting the imagination with possibilities and propelling people to act. Hiebert’s diagrams of bounded, fuzzy, and centered sets have done that for me and many others.


  In chapter two, I will define these three paradigms and introduce Hiebert’s diagrams for each. Then I will begin to describe what it means to be a bounded, fuzzy, or centered church. In chapter three, I will respond to the most common questions about how centered churches differ from bounded and fuzzy churches.
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  Bounded, Fuzzy, and Centered Churches
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      WELDON NISLY’S ENCOUNTER WITH A NEW PARADIGM


      Weldon Nisly grew up in rural Iowa. As a boy, he loved spending time with his grandfather, who was a bishop in the Conservative Mennonite Church. Throughout Weldon’s childhood, the only church he knew had been influenced by his grandfather, whose leadership approach was similar to Paul’s in Galatians. When Weldon was fourteen, his beloved grandfather died, and a marked change took place in the church as the new bishop started drawing lines to distinguish who was “in” and who was “out.” Though Weldon did not have the language or categories to describe the difference, he felt it. As his insatiable desire to learn grew, he asked more and more questions, but the new bishop responded by saying, in effect, “These are the rules, these are our beliefs.” Throughout Weldon’s late teens, he kept asking deeper questions and searching for new answers until the bishop excommunicated him, and so Weldon parted ways not only with the bishop and that denomination, but with church in general. He stayed away for almost five years until he realized that his struggle was not with God, faith, or even the church, but a particular approach to church and belief. After joining the Mennonite church, he sensed a call to ministry and went to seminary in the mid-1970s.


      As a new seminary student, Weldon Nisly heard Paul Hiebert give a presentation. He recalls, “I was blown away. It illuminated a profound insight for me and gave me tools for understanding what I had experienced in church.” He now had words and categories to explain the difference between his grandfather’s approach to church and the bishop who followed him. “What Hiebert presented challenged and excited me. It has been part of everything I have done in ministry for the past forty years.”1 What did Hiebert talk about that had such an impact on Nisly?


      Thankfully, Hiebert later published the content of that presentation,2 and many who have read his work on bounded, fuzzy, and centered sets have responded similarly to Weldon. When I first encountered Hiebert, I recognized that he was describing the paradigm in Galatians that the people of Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida in Honduras and I had glimpsed together, but Hiebert portrayed this paradigm with a clarity that I had lacked. For over twenty years now, I have used Hiebert’s diagrams in my teaching—from seminary classrooms to indigenous churches in the Peruvian Andes.


      Hiebert begins by asking, When is someone considered a Christian? Though the answer may differ from one church tradition to another, many people would have a clear response, just as Hiebert did. But then he became a missionary in India, where his clear means of answering that question did not function. To engage this question, Hiebert uses an example from India of a man named Papayya. Should he be considered a Christian after he hears a story about Jesus and salvation through the cross and says a prayer expressing his desire to worship Jesus with other Christians? What if Papayya refers to Jesus as God, or the Son of God, but uses a word for “God” significantly different in meaning than the English, Hebrew, or Greek terms for God? What if Papayya offers incense to a picture of Jesus on the shelf in his home, but does not take the other gods off the shelf? What if he starts attending church, but still participates in Hindu celebrations? When should Papayya be considered a Christian?


      In exploring this question, Hiebert argues that the way people conceptualize church and the category of Christian will shape how they answer the question about Papayya. Hiebert, a cultural anthropologist, borrows from mathematical set theory to describe three different ways to categorize people. He applied the theory to the issue of distinguishing between Christians and non-Christians. In this book I will apply it to the question of how a church discerns who is appropriately considered part of their church. To ask, “who belongs?” or “who is part of our group?” can include the question of whether someone is a Christian or not, but also more than that. In the first chapter we observed that I used line drawing to distinguish between Christians and non-Christians as well as to make distinctions between Christians.


    


    

    

      BOUNDED, FUZZY, AND CENTERED SETS


      Bounded sets. Hiebert explains that bounded sets have a clear, static boundary line that allows for a uniform definition of those who are within the group. In general terms, a bounded group creates a list of essential characteristics that determine whether a person belongs to that group. For example, a league soccer team is a bounded group. Such a team has a limited number of players. There are tryouts. Ability matters. A team also has other requirements, such as having a uniform, attending practices, paying dues to the league, and so on. Coaches draw a clear line to determine which players have the ability and meet the requirements to be on the team. As figure 2.1 illustrates, everyone who is not part of the team is on the other side of the line.


      Fuzzy sets. A fuzzy set is similar to a bounded set, but the boundary line is removed—or at least less clear. The grounds for distinction are rather vague, and so the group is fuzzy. In the soccer example, imagine a city park where people gather on Sunday afternoons to play pickup games. The same people might participate week after week, but someone could miss several weeks and still show up and play. If others think that you are a lousy player, you might have a hard time getting on a pickup team, but how that would happen is not clear. Some people might play soccer each time they go to the park, while others might sometimes play ultimate frisbee. One week you might show up and find volleyball nets taking up the whole field. As figure 2.2 illustrates, group membership cannot be clearly established.
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          Figure 2.1. Bounded set
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          Figure 2.2. Fuzzy set


        


      


      Though bounded and fuzzy groups differ radically, they share the same paradigm about how to define who belongs to a group, though they are positioned at opposite ends of a continuum. At one end, the boundary line is clear; near the other end the line gets increasingly vague and then totally disappears.


      Centered sets. A centered set reflects a completely different paradigm. This third-way option is not on the bounded-fuzzy continuum. Rather than drawing a line to identify people based on their common characteristics, a centered set uses a directional and relational basis of evaluation. The group is created by defining a center and observing people’s relationship with the center. As figure 2.3 illustrates, the set is made up of all who are oriented toward the center.3
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          Figure 2.3. Centered set


        


      


      Hiebert says that even though some people may be far from the center, they are part of the centered group if they are heading toward the center. On the other hand, some people may have been close to the center, but now are no longer part of the centered group because they have turned around and are moving away from it. Though the people within a centered group may not be uniform in their characteristics, they will all be heading the same direction.


      In the soccer example, a centered approach would be when someone invites anyone who wants to play soccer to gather at a local public park on Saturday afternoon at three o’clock. In the diagram, those who show up are represented by the people whose arrows are heading toward the defined center, which is soccer. Those who do not show up to play are represented by the people whose arrows are turned away from the center. Some of those who show up may not be very good, but their lack of ability will not exclude them, because the invitation is open to all who want to play. If too many people show up, the organizers will start another game. The group will not define who can play and who cannot play based on ability or who can afford the fees.


      After describing these three approaches to group membership, Hiebert applies the model to churches.


    


    

    

      BOUNDED, FUZZY, AND CENTERED CHURCHES


      Bounded churches. Bounded churches draw a line that distinguishes insiders from outsiders, Christians from non-Christians, or true Christians from mediocre Christians. The line generally consists of a list of correct beliefs and certain visible behaviors. In Galatians, the agitators display a bounded group approach by asking questions such as “Have you been circumcised? Are you believing the right thing and eating with the right people?”


      All bounded sets have a sense of exclusion of those who do not meet the requirements. Often that leads to the insiders having a sense of superiority and increased status, but not always. Although those who make a sports team often exude a sense of superiority, there is generally no corresponding dynamic among those in bounded sets like Costco members or people with annual passes to national parks. In theory a church could be a bounded set and avoid the negative attitudes displayed in my line drawing in the previous chapter, but I have not seen that neutrality in reality.4 For a variety of reasons, the lines drawn by bounded churches foment judgmentalism and communicate a sense of conditional love.5 Therefore, in this book the definition of a bounded church includes the technical definition of a bounded set described in the previous section as well as the additional element that the boundary lines produce a sense of inferiority in the excluded and self-righteousness in the included.


      The definition of a bounded set leads us to think of a church with a clear list of criteria used to explicitly state whether someone belongs. That does occur in bounded churches, for instance, if one does not affirm a list of beliefs one is told you cannot belong and your outsider status is made clear. Yet in bounded churches one’s status in relation to a boundary line is communicated in a variety of ways. For instance, a teenager reported that after asking a question and suggesting an alternative to one of the church’s beliefs, her grandmother said, “We do not believe that.” The words themselves might simply be informational, and the grandmother did not state, “that belief disqualifies one from membership.” Yet with an emphasis on “we” and the tone of voice communicated, the message was clear that if you want to be part of the “we,” our church, you should not be thinking such things. One’s status in relation to a line can also be communicated through silence and shunning. Similarly, people in bounded churches learn that many lines exist beyond those officially stated. They pick this up from what they hear people say about others, from facial expressions, and how people are treated—as insider or outsider. Unstated lines are no less real.


      What churches come to mind when you read the previous paragraphs? Many of us might think of legalistic churches. And while the legalism of my youth provides a clear example of a bounded approach to church, my line drawing continued after I turned away from legalism. As my own story demonstrates, a church can practice bounded-group line drawing in a variety of ways. Boundedness is not limited to legalism. In fact, I have participated in churches that were self-righteously not legalistic, where we looked with disdain on legalistic Christians in the same way that they might have looked with contempt on those who fell short of their standards. Though we had radically different lines, we all drew lines in a bounded-set way. Bounded churches can use a variety of things to draw lines that define insiders from outsiders, including rituals, spiritual experiences, political commitments, activism, attendance, beliefs, and behaviors.


      In critiquing a bounded approach to church, I am not critiquing anything that qualifies as a legitimate boundary. The problem is not with having a line that differentiates between things that are acceptable and unacceptable, but rather with how bounded churches use those lines to separate and categorize people in a judgmental way.


      Fuzzy churches. Some churches recognize the problematic fruit of line drawing within bounded churches, and so they opt for what appears to be the obvious solution: they erase the line. This fuzzy approach to church comes naturally in many places today. As we observed in Dustin’s story, the relativism and pluralism he brought from his cultural setting easily found a home in his fuzzy church. In a society that holds tolerance as the supreme virtue, a bounded church is problematic, whereas a fuzzy church is not. Yet as Dustin observed, fuzzy churches solve one set of problems while creating others.


      Centered churches. Unlike fuzzy churches, centered churches can distinguish those who belong to the group from those who do not. In a centered church, God is the center focus. Therefore, the critical question is, To whom do we offer our worship and allegiance? In Galatians, we might imagine Paul asking centered questions such as “Are you living according to the new creation reality created by God’s action through Jesus Christ? Are you trusting God for your security or placing your security in certain rituals and beliefs? In which direction are you heading?”


      Two types of change happen in a centered church. The first is directional. Is someone facing the center or oriented in the other direction? From this perspective, conversion happens when someone turns toward the center. The second change relates to movement toward the center. Such movement varies because members do not move at the same pace. The group is unified by the first change because they are all oriented toward Jesus Christ. However, they are not uniform because the characteristics of the various members will differ due to their varying distances from the center.


      In figure 2.4, we can distinguish those who belong to the group from those who do not by looking at the direction of their arrows. All those within the drawn line are part of the group. Though a centered church makes a distinction between Christians and non-Christians, as Hiebert observes, the emphasis is “on exhorting people to follow Christ, rather than on excluding others to preserve the purity of the set.”6
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          Figure 2.4. Centered church: those who belong to the group


        


      


      Note how this approach differs from a bounded church, where the line defines the group. On the centered diagram, I can draw a line, but I draw the line by looking at the arrows. The line does not define the person’s relationship with the group. Rather, the line emerges by observing a person’s relationship with the center. If we erase the line, we still have the group. Both centered and bounded churches put energy and emphasis on what defines them. For a bounded group, it is the line of exclusion. For a centered group, the emphasis is on defining the center and maintaining a relationship with the center.


      Distinguishing between approaches. Bounded churches, by nature, make those outside the group feel excluded. Both bounded and centered churches have a high sense of expectation for those in the group, whereas a centered church has a greater sense of welcome and inclusion because its identity does not depend on excluding others. A fuzzy group is also strong on inclusivity, but because it neither has a boundary line nor a center, it cannot communicate expectations to its members. Figure 2.5 highlights important differences between these three approaches to group identity.


      

      

      The centered paradigm facilitates sincere and deep relationship because unity does not come from uniformity, but from a common orientation toward the center. There is space to struggle and fail because everyone recognizes that they are in process—moving closer to the center. Since centered unity does not come from uniformity there is also space for differences not possible in a bounded church. Commenting on Paul’s response to a conflict over appropriate diet choices (Rom 14), Rachel Tulloch observes, “Unity is found not in agreement of all particulars, but in the direction of our actions and convictions. To whom do we eat or not eat? To whom do we celebrate or not celebrate? More crucially, to whom do we live or die? To whom do we belong?”7


      A bounded church focuses on defining and maintaining the boundary, whereas a centered church focuses on defining the center and maintaining clarity about the church’s center, which is, first and foremost, Jesus Christ—not only in terms of our beliefs about Jesus, but more importantly who Jesus is, how Jesus reveals God, and how the Spirit of Jesus remains alive and present today. The center is further defined by the Bible, the gospel, models of discipleship, and theological traditions that have shaped the community.
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          Figure 2.5. Comparing bounded, fuzzy, and centered groups


        


      


      What so grabbed Weldon Nisly’s attention and mine when we first encountered Hiebert’s categories was the way they revealed how the foundation influenced the whole house built upon it. Yes, legalistic rules and a closed-minded rejection of questions were problematic, but now we saw how the seemingly disparate threads of our experience were part of one weaving created by a bounded-church approach. Hiebert’s centered approach excited us because rather than compelling us to make minor adjustments to our line-drawing experiences, it pointed us toward a radical alternative. To explore the imperative of stepping away from the bounded-fuzzy continuum and to begin practicing a centered approach, I will return to my story, Dustin’s story, and Paul’s letter to the Galatians, as well as the experiences of other practitioners.


    


    

    


      THE SHRIVELED FRUIT OF A BOUNDED CHURCH


      Lines that shame. In Galatians 2, shame courses through the scene of the divided tables in Antioch. Peter feels it in the penetrating, disbelieving stares of the emissaries from Jerusalem. So he seeks to avoid further shame by leaving the united table and joining the Jews. But the Gentile Christians cannot go to that table because they are on the wrong side of the line and feel shamed. Shame was a major theme in my story as well. My fear of shame motivated me to stay on the right side of the lines.


      A friend recently shared with me that a close friend who has been divorced for a few years practices linguistic gymnastics to avoid using the word divorced in relation to herself. Yet she can’t always evade shame; for instance, it strangles her whenever she has to check the “divorced” box on a form. After suffering through many difficult years that culminated in her husband leaving and his affair coming to light, she experienced feelings of pain, anger, doubt, and guilt. Though most of these feelings had diminished with time, the weight of her shame had not. She had previously lived up to her church’s expectations about appropriate behavior by remaining on the right side of the line, which had made her feel secure as a “good” Christian. But she knew how people in her church looked down on those whose behavior fell on the wrong side of the line because she used to judge others herself! Stuck in shame on the wrong side of the line, she could not erase the demerit and earn back her place on the right side.


      Although not all bounded groups practice shaming, it is common in bounded churches. Drawing a line allows those on the inside to gain status and feel superior to those who do not meet the standards. In the previous story, no one actually said anything to shame the divorced woman, but she felt shame when she imagined what people were thinking.


      Because I will mention shame frequently in this book, I will take a moment to clarify how I define it. Whereas guilt comes from an internal sense of moral failure, shame comes from falling short of the expectations of others. Guilt tells us, “I did something bad,” and we feel it even if no one else knows about the transgression. Shame tells us, “I am bad,” because we feel unworthy in relation to other people. Shame is related to feelings of humiliation, rejection, disapproval, loss of status, and abandonment.


      Guilt is resolved through punishment, restitution, pardon, and forgiveness. Since shame is relational, release from shame must be relational by removing disgrace, receiving a new identity, restoring honor, and overcoming exclusion through reincorporation. Liberation from guilt comes through a restoration of right relationship with the standard; liberation from shame comes through the restoration of right relationships with the people around you.8


      Lines that exclude. Line drawing not only shames, it also excludes. Sometimes the exclusion happens formally, and other times people on the inside subtly drift away from and exclude the offender. In some cases, the exclusion can be self-imposed.


      For example, when I was in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, visiting the people of Iglesia Amor Fe y Vida, I asked a taxi driver if he went to church. He said, “I used to, but I went dancing.” I asked if the church had disciplined him for dancing. He replied, “No, after I went dancing I never returned to the church.” He knew which side of the line he was on now, and so he excluded himself.


      Someone recently told me a story about how she had left her church because a relative who was part of the same church had divorced her husband. Though this relative had suffered years of abuse and unfaithfulness and her extended family had participated in the same church for years, everyone in the clan self-excluded. They stopped going to the church—parents, grandparents, siblings—because they “did not want to deal with the talk.” As the example in the previous section suggests, though some may remain in their churches when they feel shamed, they tend to feel as if they are second-class Christians because they are standing on the wrong side of the line.


      One can feel ashamed and excluded for both large and small infractions. Furthermore, line drawing can be found in both conservative churches and liberal churches, traditional churches and progressive churches. Just last week, I felt a familiar sense of shame for falling short of expectations. I felt “out” rather than “in.” Have you felt the same? As one within the lines, have you ever felt the pressure to maintain certain standards or believe certain things? Have you thought, What will they think of me if I don’t . . . ? Or, as one on the outside of religious lines, have you ever felt a shaming gaze of contempt from those on the inside?


      Bounded from loving deeply. While many people appreciate the clarity of a bounded church and the security it offers, the boundary lines injure both those who are excluded and those who do the excluding. Outsiders experience the pain of not fitting in, and insiders sacrifice their distinct and complex individualities in order to belong. Such boundary lines hinder transparency because members find it difficult to express their struggles honestly when they are afraid of losing their standing in the church. While some bounded churches exclude people and some people choose to self-exclude, many people in bounded churches exclude a part of themselves. While they do not leave the group, they hide the part of themselves that does not fit. Metaphorically, we might say that they leave a part of themselves outside when they go to church.


      I self-excluded a part of myself during my first years in Honduras. Although I shared some of my new perspectives and practices with my church in New York, including preaching a sermon that called them to live more simply so that they could give more to the poor, I never spoke of my new thoughts on the gifts of the Spirit nor the fact that I went to a charismatic church. I muzzled that part of me because I knew it would put me on the wrong side of their line. Boundaries may bind members together, but they can also leave people feeling bound and gagged, unable to share the depths of their beings. When people begin to categorize others according to lines, they are not free to love fully—or to be loved fully.


      While a bounded church may appear to have unity because of the uniformity of its members, it is superficial. Bounded churches are characterized by gracelessness, conditional acceptance, shame, fear, lack of transparency, self-righteousness, and superficial ethical change.9 I do not stand on the sidelines as an innocent bystander pointing out these negative things done by others—“the bad bounded-church people.” In my own story, I can see how I lived out these characteristics even though it was never a conscious goal. This highlights two important observations. First, not only a guilty few produce the bad fruit of a bounded church. Second, most people in bounded churches are not seeking to produce the bad fruit that this book critiques. The people are not the fundamental problem. I do not look back harshly at my bounded-church self, nor at those in bounded churches today. My critique is not aimed at the people in bounded churches, but rather the paradigm. Sadly, practicing a bounded approach to church can even distort and undermine a church’s clear belief in and proclamation of God’s grace.


      Preaching salvation by grace but living works righteousness. Who needs to hear that salvation is by grace? Obviously, those who think salvation is by works. Yet the theme of grace is a central element of Paul’s letter to the Galatian Christians—people who had already experienced salvation by grace! The Jewish Christians visiting the church in Antioch and those emphasizing the necessity of Jewish practices in Galatia were all followers of Jesus. If you had asked them, “Are you saved by God’s grace or your human effort?” they would have responded, “We are saved by God’s gracious action through Jesus Christ.” Yet Paul confronts them for sowing works righteousness. How could that be? What I observed in Honduras and my own life helped me answer that question.10


      When I visited several bounded churches in Honduras, I heard clear proclamations of salvation by grace, and yet the people seemed to live out works righteousness—as if salvation was earned by human effort. This reality became even clearer when I talked with nonbelievers who lived in the neighborhood of these bounded churches. What was the message of salvation that the neighbors had absorbed from these bounded churches? Their line drawing had communicated more loudly than their statements about God’s grace.


      For example, after a Honduran woman told me that she had visited a church the night before, she said, “I almost accepted Jesus Christ last night.” When I asked her why she had not, she explained that she could not accept Jesus because she was a sinner. Rather than seeking God’s forgiveness because she was a sinner, this woman had learned from her observations of churches and Christians that in order to accept Jesus, she had to first comply with the rules of the church. Because this woman could not marry her common-law husband for a variety of reasons, she could not cross to the right side of the line. Although she wanted to, the lines drawn led her to think she could not become a Christian.


      My experience in Honduras led me to see the same dynamic in my life as well. At every point in the story that I recount in the first chapter, I would have said that God’s grace, not my effort, enabled me to have a relationship with God. Yet I often lived as if my acceptance by God and others depended on staying on the right side of the line. A bounded church can easily lead people to view God’s love and acceptance as conditional. This approach pulls people into contractual living, where if you do certain things, you’re in, but if you break the contract you are out. Bounded churches may preach salvation by grace, but the paradigm itself pulls people to focus on human effort. If Paul were writing to my bounded self, he would proclaim the primacy of God’s saving action over my efforts, just as he did to the Galatians—not to correct a mistaken doctrinal belief on my part, but to establish a foundation that would confront my bounded ways.


      Sadly, line drawing not only distorts the content of the gospel, but it also undercuts the relational dynamic that is central to evangelism. As one ministry worker observed, “The bounded dynamic created within me a fear of being associated with or being influenced by those who are outside the group. It created a greater relational barrier that inhibited the very thing we were encouraged to do—build friendships with and evangelize non-Christians.”11


      Recalling the negative characteristics of bounded churches identified above, I do not mean to imply that these churches only produce negative fruit. There is good fruit as well. The point is not that everything about a bounded church is wrong and problematic, but that we can do better. We must do better. Many outsiders do not want to become Christians because of the negative fruit of judgmentalism and self-righteous superiority that grows out of line-drawing churches. Philip Yancey describes in What’s So Amazing About Grace? an instance where someone asks a prostituted woman trapped in addiction if she has thought of going to a church for help. “Why would I ever go there?” she cries. “I was already feeling terrible about myself. They’d just make me feel worse.”12


    


    

    

      THE MEAGER FRUIT OF A FUZZY CHURCH


      Tolerance and partial love. As we observed in Dustin’s story, a fuzzy approach produces churches that are less defined, less cohesive, and more relativistic. Rather than passionately dialoguing to clarify the truth, fuzzy churches focus on tolerance. This concern for tolerance leads people to qualify statements by saying, “This is just my opinion” and “You may think differently.” Yet, as Will Willimon observes, “Jesus has a considerably higher view of friendship than that practiced in most churches, which amounts to: I promise never to hold you accountable if you’ll do the same for me. Church as a gentile conspiracy of niceness, as a civil compatibility club rather than a community of truth.”13 I have observed such “whateverism” in fuzzy churches not only when people refrain from confronting others about sinful actions, but also when they are hesitant to describe certain actions or beliefs as inappropriate. In a fuzzy church, people are reluctant to talk about the need for personal transformation, let alone conversion, because it feels “intolerant” to call someone to repent, and the boundary lines are so fuzzy that there is no basis for repentance. For many in society who feel that the ultimate “sin” is to make someone else feel bad, this approach may not sound problematic, but some things hurt other individuals, ourselves, the church, and society. Because fuzzy churches do little to curb these destructive expressions of our shadow impulses,14 they impede profound and life-changing love.


      Individualism—alone together. The societal commitment to tolerance as the supreme virtue fuels fuzzy churches, it is often blended with individualism and relativism. These three forces work together to propel people toward fuzzy churches and to see fuzziness as the only conceivable option. If individual freedom is seen as the ultimate good, then a bounded approach must be rejected. Individualism chafes at submitting to anything beyond the self. As Weldon Nisly said, “What Hiebert called ‘fuzzy,’ I have referred to as a kind of anarchist relativism lacking any structure or frame of reference beyond oneself.”15 How can we become disciples of Jesus Christ as Lord if we are part of fuzzy churches that are fueled by tolerance, individualism, and relativism?


      Fuzzy churches are fueled by individualism, and they increase it. Social identity theory suggests that when a group’s boundaries are more permeable, individuals in the group will engage in what social psychologists call individual mobility strategies.16 Because both an individual’s standing within a fuzzy church and the identity of the church itself are unclear, people will feel a greater need to act elsewhere to improve their personal lot, which will diminish their involvement in the church. In contrast, people in a bounded or centered church are more likely to commit their energies to improving the standing of the group. The individualism of a fuzzy church has a compounding affect. As individualism increases, attendance becomes more sporadic. Being alone together is less compelling than being part of a group identity, and this reality further undermines an individual’s commitment to the church.


      Relativism: a torpor of death. In Exclusion and Embrace, Miroslav Volf critiques the fuzzy approach, observing that if you consider all distinctions and differences as an inappropriate basis for exclusion, “You will have aimless drifting instead of clear-sighted agency, haphazard activity instead of moral engagement and accountability and, in the long run, a torpor of death instead of a dance of freedom.”17 Though “torpor of death” is strong language, Weldon Nisly observed the following from his experience pastoring a church in Seattle for twenty years (a cultural setting that lends itself to a fuzzy approach): “I have pastored many people who had given up on the church because of their experiences in bounded churches. Yet they found it very difficult to live in a fuzzy place. You can’t leave a bounded-set world and live in nothing. Bounded is deadly, fuzzy is also deadly. To live without any structure is equally deadly. It is not satisfying. It does not nurture. It is not fulfilling. You can’t live just about what you are against.”18


      Wounded by fuzziness. If I hear someone say, “My church wounded me,” I think bounded not fuzzy. The bounded approach takes an active stance—imposing and shaming. It feels aggressive; it is easy to imagine it wounding. In contrast, the negatives of the fuzzy approach, as described in the above paragraphs, flow more from inaction. I do not relate blandness and wounding. The image that comes to mind is not bruised fruit, but a fruit tree with a meager yield. So it caught my attention when in a class response paper, a student wrote: “I myself, have been wounded by a fuzzy set in a college ministry.” Wounded? I asked her to tell me more of her story. Teresa Leonard shared with me, “At a point when I most needed direction and discipleship, I instead experienced a community of people lost and wandering. Metaphorically, many of us jumped off bridges while the rest watched. There were times I found myself on the rocks below, feeling fundamentally unseen and uncared for, wondering why my brothers and sisters in Christ were acting as observers.” As the years have passed, others from the group have confessed that at various times they had felt they should intervene, but they never acted on the loving pull they felt. Why did they not act? Why did they not reach out to the brother or sister in Christ about to jump off the bridge? Leonard observes, “There seemed to be a pervading fear of being judgmental; the cultural atmosphere guided us more than the gospel. The high regard for individualism led many of us to believe that our actions did not affect others or that others’ choices did not affect us. Thus, even in a Christian fellowship, we did not keep each other accountable in a real sense. Real love cannot exist without truth.”19 Fuzzy churches wound in a quite different way than bounded ones, but they do leave wounds.


      Fuzzy and bounded. While a bounded church focuses on drawing a line, a fuzzy church focuses on erasing all lines. As April Alkema observes, “Sometimes the group’s only purpose becomes the work of not being bounded.”20 So even though a fuzzy church may know what it is not, does it know what it is? Can it provide people with a strong sense of belonging and group identity? Ironically, some fuzzy churches may end up having bounded elements. Simon Biasell, a student who strongly critiqued bounded churches in my ethics class, realized later in the semester, “I fooled myself to believe that because I’m a gay-affirming feminist who drinks fair trade coffee, I am accepting. However, I’m only accepting to those who agree with me. When I was conservative, I was just as accepting as I am now.”21 Was he fuzzy or bounded?


      This question points to two important observations. First, some churches may don a veneer of tolerance and acceptance. They may appear fuzzy on the surface, but in reality they are judgmental of those who differ. In fact, some church leaders think that because of the instability in a fuzzy group, there is a tendency to slide toward boundedness. Second, varying degrees of boundedness and fuzziness can exist in the same church. This book describes them as pure and distinct categories, but the reality is more mixed.


      Given the problems of bounded churches, a fuzzy approach seeks to erase the lines. Given the problems of fuzzy churches, a bounded approach seeks to draw thicker and clearer lines. Yet neither approach is radical enough. In order to produce rich and abundant fruit, churches must step away from the bounded-fuzzy continuum toward a totally different paradigm.
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