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A PRAYER FOR TRUTH AND PEACE IN THE CHURCH*


In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.


And now, O sons, listen to me:


blessed are those who keep my ways.


Hear instruction and be wise,


and do not neglect it.


Blessed is the one who listens to me,


watching daily at my gates,


waiting beside my doors.


For whoever finds me finds life


and obtains favor from the LORD,


but he who fails to find me injures himself;


all who hate me love death.


Proverbs 8:32–36


Gracious Father, we humbly pray for your holy Christian church. Fill it with all truth in all peace. Where it is corrupt, purify it. Where it is in error, direct it. Where anything is amiss, reform it. Where it is right, strengthen and confirm it. Where it is in want, provide for it. Where it is divided and rent asunder, heal its breaches; for the sake of him who died and rose again, and ever lives to make intercession for us, Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord. Amen.









PROLOGUE


“So what’s this book about?” In the past, that question has not been challenging; I have been able to state the thesis of my books in a sentence. This one, on the other hand, has not let itself to such a straightforward answer. So instead of a thesis statement, a prologue.


This book is a lament. The way the political polarization of our wider culture has been mirrored in our evangelical churches is ugly. Pick any hot button culture war issue, and you will find evangelical missionaries who think it is their job to bless it and convert the unconvinced to their cause. And if we fail to convince, then we publicly condemn.


It is a plea. Bring the infighting, well, back in. Whatever debates or discussions we evangelicals have, they need to be brought back inside and not aired on social or mainstream media. Like the Corinthians, whose childish conduct was so embarrassingly public to Paul, we are making a mockery of the gospel when we parade our divisions in front of the world.


It is a call. Let’s relearn our primary language—that which is provided by Holy Scripture. If we’re going to bring our debates back inside the tent where they belong, we need to learn to talk to each other in ways that, frankly, the world doesn’t understand. Early Christians did this by deploying, among other techniques, the language of the apocalyptic. We need to relearn the language not only of biblical apocalyptic, but of the Bible.


It is a panarion. My longsuffering editor has objected to this word because of its obscurity, but I thought I could at least sneak it in here. The Panarion (meaning “breadbasket”) is a catalogue of heresies and how to treat them written by Epiphanius of Salamis in the late fourth century. This book aspires to be a modern panarion, an attempt to show how the old heresies persist in our churches. Here a clarification is in order. I am not saying that certain segments of American evangelicalism are literally recapitulating the ancient heresies. I do not believe there are evangelical emissaries lurking in the halls of Congress with bags of money looking to purchase influence or status any more than I am asserting that some evangelicals are saying plainly that the Creator is not the God of Jesus (gnosticism) or that the Son was the preeminent creature (Arianism), and so on. I am saying that heresy, like history, repeats itself. Its inner logic remains a constant temptation and, if we’re not careful, reasserts itself in ways that are, for those who know their history and heresy, distressingly familiar.


The heretical patterns that are repeated today may not have much to do with particulars, but they are nevertheless present: an unholy desire to remain influential, an overidentification with contemporary culture, a temptation to turn the gospel into a message of moral improvement or social justice, turning God’s kingdom into ours, demonizing those who disagree. These are the core issues that, in the end, make the classical heresies, heresies. The particulars false doctrines, which must inevitably fluctuate across time and space, flow from them. And their source? The refusal, even rejection, knowing or not, of the gospel.


Because we have lost our language, the God-given tongue with which to describe ourselves to ourselves, we have also lost Jesus. This book explores the ways the Jesus of the Scriptures and ecumenical creeds has been misplaced. The overlaps between the major early heresies and contemporary, politics-obsessed evangelicalism make this loss evident.


It is, finally, my last love letter to evangelicalism. The Spirit, as far as I can tell, has departed us. We are no longer the movement that inspired the global missions explosions, the Wesleys, or even Billy Graham. We are by every conceivable metric a mirror of American culture: affluent, banal, blind to sin, and deaf to the biblical calls to judgment and offers of grace. When I began this book, I hoped that “walking the sawdust trail” of repentance was still an option. In God’s grace, it may still be. But as the book nears publication, I am less hopeful. The calls to repentance and faith remain in the text no longer to call the movement as a whole to its senses, but to encourage the few who have yet to bow the knee to Baal to remain faithful.









Chapter 1


ANOTHER ONE?


Relearning the Language of Heresy


As for the idols of the nations,


they are but silver and gold,


the work of human hands.


They have mouths, but they speak not;


eyes have they, but they see not;


They have ears, and yet they hear not,


neither is there any breath in their mouths.


Those who make them are like them,


and so are all who put their trust in them.


Psalm 135:15–18


“Of making many books there is no end” (Eccl 12:12)—so says the Teacher. Tell the truth: was this the first biblical reference that came to mind when you picked up this book? Yet another book on the state of evangelicalism? There really is no end. Nevertheless, here we are. Evangelicals—at their best and at their worst—are both biblicists and navel gazers, with the unhappy result that when it comes to navel gazing, we evangelicals read this verse as a prescription: “Our making of books about ourselves must never end.” Evangelicals seem more eager than most Christians to write and read, sell and buy, more self-examinations, self-justifications, or self-flagellations than any other ecclesial community. As hard as it might be to believe both inside and outside the movement, thanks to near ubiquitous caricature of the unreflective evangelical in American popular culture, no external critic of evangelicalism can compete with us when it comes to criticizing our own. We are our own best and worst critics.


I strongly suspect that this disposition toward self-criticism is written into our ecclesial DNA. Modern Anglo-American evangelicals have been trying to discern just what’s wrong with us since the movement began; it is why the movement exists. The movement once known as neoevangelicalism (now with the prefix dropped) began with the publication of Carl F. H. Henry’s The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism.1 In it, the theologian, journalist, and cultural critic called his fellow fundamentalists to leave separatism behind. Instead of retrenching in holy huddles, he argued, authentically evangelical Protestants ought to engage with wider American culture for the sake of the gospel. From that book flowed Christianity Today, the National Association of Evangelicals, and any number of other publishing houses, colleges, and periodicals that have come to define us through the intervening decades. And all along, those books, magazines, educational institutions, and church and parachurch organizations have been plagued by the predictable question of whether, in pursuing such engagement, we have gone too far or not far enough. Only one self-examination, as far as I’ve found, has ever moved past the obvious question-begging to ask whether Henry’s vision was even possible: Mark Noll’s The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind.2


I read Noll’s book shortly after its publication in the mid-1990s. Graduate studies in the United Kingdom afforded me a context from which I could enter Noll’s work less defensively than perhaps I otherwise would have been. At the time I fancied myself as a part of the new cadre of evangelical theologians. With the best educations that the best universities could offer, we were about to take our place among a new generation of cultured despisers without sacrificing the faith that led us there to begin with. You can well understand, with such a prideful vision, how hard it was for me to read that, as Noll put it, the scandal with the evangelical mind was that there wasn’t one!


Noll’s readers of course know that his thesis was more nuanced than that. He argued that evangelicalism lacks an intellectual culture that encourages and rewards achievement in the life of the mind outside the fairly narrow confines of biblical studies and theology—and even these are sometimes regarded suspiciously. Thus, we can’t claim many public intellectuals, Noll and a couple of others excepted. Wheaton and Biola aside, we don’t build universities like the Catholics. And whatever husks they are now, we simply don’t have the intellectual history and cultural cache of liberal Protestant denominations and institutions. Seventy-five years ago, Henry called us out of our ghettos. Thirty years later Noll asked, “Are we even up to it?” That question has yet to be answered.


Instead, we stick with what we know: self-criticism. Were this book an academic one, now would come the ponderous paragraphs with near-endless footnotes confirming that I have read all that ought to be read, listened to every podcast, and watched every video recording on the subject. Thank God, this is not an academic book! Evangelical that I am, I will take as my biblical cover for this lack of academic respectability the second half of the Teacher’s instruction with which I began: “Much study is a weariness to the flesh” (Eccl 12:12). Granting the possibility (even probability) of idiosyncrasy, then, it seems to me that while the self-examination has continued unabated since Noll’s seminal work, his question remains. Furthermore, the sheer number and kinds of evangelical self-examination now on the market constitute prima facie evidence of the question’s perennial viability. Just as Albert Schweizer hung a question mark over the quest for the historical Jesus with his own historical Jesus,3 so Noll has levelled a question that undermines the publications that continue to be churned out. Which invites you, dear reader, to pose the question directly to me. If Noll is right (he is), and he is vindicated regularly by the very existence of this disposition (he is), why write another such book? Do we really need another one? The remainder of this chapter attempts an answer.







Niebuhr and the Signs of the Times


Let me start in an odd place: my most peculiar reading experience of 2021. That year marked the seventieth anniversary of the publication of H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture,4 the classic mid-twentieth century attempt to discern the relationship between the church’s Lord and her context. Noting the anniversary and having the extra time that Covid had given me, I pulled the book off my shelf and read it again. I was stunned. Sometimes a book is a classic because it freezes a moment in time and gives a unique glimpse into a particular cultural moment now past; sometimes this status describes a book’s capacity to continue to speak today. Christ and Culture is a classic in both senses of the word. I’ll come back to that in a moment. First a brief summary.


Christ and Culture offers a chronological taxonomy of the ways Christians have sought to engage their cultural surroundings: “Christ against culture,” “Christ of culture,” “Christ above culture,” “Christ and culture in paradox,” and “Christ transforming culture.” Niebuhr begins with “Christ against culture,” with its radical call to separate the community of faith from the world and to the world to convert to Christ. While one might be tempted to think that Niebuhr has in mind the staunchly separatist fundamentalists of his own day (the group Henry called his readers to forsake in 1947), he doesn’t. Instead, his major example is the early Johannine communities, with their insistence on strong community and world boundaries defined by holiness and love. His choice of community is itself insightful: Niebuhr thus signals that it is entirely possible to be “against culture” without being hostile to it. But that’s for another book. We might call the culture in which the Johannine communities found themselves “pre-Christendom.” Its opposition is genuine, but it is not borne of rejection of the gospel. Rather, it is defined by ignorance. It is a world in which the inside-outside boundary is easily drawn. Early on, ethnically mixed Christian communities may have had trouble figuring out whether they were more Jewish or gentile (see the Epistle to the Galatians), but there was no doubt that they were different. Neither Jew (and therefore legally protected) nor Greek (and therefore swimming easily with the current of the general cultural milieu), they stood out. And John, both in his Gospel and his letters, helped the communities under his influence understand why: a community founded on the pursuit of radical holiness and social bonds defined entirely by self-giving love will inevitably stand out.


Because of its own best lights, “Christ against culture” didn’t survive. It failed because it succeeded. The little community huddled in the locked room for fear of persecution in John 20 encountered the risen Lord, received the Holy Spirit, continued the mission of the Son, and converted even Caesar (something John himself—if indeed the evangelist, the letter-writer, and the revelator are the same author—did not foresee). Whether Constantine’s conversion was authentic or not (or whether, as is more likely, it was complicated, just like such conversions are for most of us), when he bowed the knee to Christ he abdicated his authority as a son of the gods. When Christ took up his lordly and rightful position at the heart of culture, there was no more culture to oppose.5


This is not to say that Niebuhr was enamored by “Christendom”—he was far too Augustinian for that. Thus, in Niebuhr’s taxonomy, there follow two overlapping and ultimately inadequate models. In the first, “Christ of culture,” Christ was absorbed by the culture. Foreshadowed in the gnostics and coming to full expression in Peter Abelard, the gospel’s radical call to conversion becomes instead the means by which the status quo is justified. In the ancient world, any number of gnostic sects invented a Jesus who was just another heavenly visitor. A demigod with secret knowledge, this Jesus easily joined the ranks of many such avatars of the ancient mystery religions. A millennium later in at least some influential corners of Christendom, Jesus came to represent the very best of Europe, even as he was emptied of his own specific, apocalyptic peculiarity. In the second, “Christ above culture,” Christ remained at the heart of culture but retained his evangelical appeal. Instead of an apocalyptic preacher heralding the inbreaking of the kingdom, however, Christ became a cultural telos, consistently calling Europe forward to its best and highest ideals. What Niebuhr called “Christ above culture,” we might call Christendom. If you are hard-pressed to discern the difference between “Christ of” and “Christ above,” you’re not alone. And that is the problem. We can articulate it in two ways. Either “Christ above culture” is inherently unstable and eventually collapses into “Christ of culture,” or they are so porous as to become indistinguishable. Either way, “above” invariably devolves into “of.” Christ is entirely captured by culture.


The two models left are both identified with the magisterial wing of the Reformation. Niebuhr presents Martin Luther as the spokesman for “Christ and culture in paradox.” I confess that this notion is the hardest for me to unpack, but perhaps a story might work. While in grad school, I studied with a Lutheran minister who had, in years past, served as a Navy aviator in Vietnam. When pressed by his more pacifist colleagues about how he could sleep at night after dropping his ordinance indiscriminately on North Vietnamese fighters, Viet Cong guerillas, and civilians, he replied coolly, “There is no conflict between my duty to Christ and my duty to my country.” The answer made no sense to my friends, whether they were Erastian Anglicans (for whom the church has a nationally established public role as the conscience of the nation) or radical liberal or anabaptist Protestants (for whom American culture in particular stood under God’s judgment, not least for its warmongering). For him, however, having absorbed Luther’s doctrine of the two kingdoms deep into his bones, it was a perfectly reasonable answer. God had appointed the church to govern men’s souls and the state to govern their bodies; they simply cannot come into conflict. He dropped his bombs in the morning, dropped to his knees to pray for his enemies at night, and dropped thereafter into a peaceful sleep. Niebuhr countered that this ultimately fell into a dualism in which the gospel could never criticize public life, a criticism largely justified by the ineffective—indeed complicit!—witness of German Protestantism during the Nazi years.


This left Calvin and the Reformed tradition. The Genevan giant uniquely held forth the option that Christ did transform culture and could and would continue to do so. The solution would not be a withdrawal from public life, nor would it be an ineffective posturing that left it unaltered. Christendom would be reformed and always reforming by the light of the gospel. As is often the case with such taxonomies, Niebuhr left his own position till last, and not simply for reasons of chronology. The book’s very structure suggests the inevitability and superiority of Niebuhr’s own position. At the time of its publication, that inevitability was further underscored by the dominance of American Protestant Christianity across the country’s cultural institutions.


And that is the first reason for Christ and Culture’s classic status. It ably represents a time in North American Christianity when the future really did look bright. In the reconstruction after two world wars, years in which the American empire was about to come into its own and remain convinced of its own benevolence, it seemed perfectly obvious that Christ was on the cusp of transforming American culture and, through it, the world. It was an era in which the president of the National Council of Churches could phone the White House confident of a response; when the moderator of the United Church of Canada could ask for a meeting with the prime minister, and the PM would clear his schedule. It was the high point of North American Christendom. Today, it’s hard to imagine that there was ever such a time. Nevertheless, this was the era in which Henry, along with Billy Graham and Harold Ockenga, called fundamentalism out of its separatism to join in a culturally transformative vision not all that dissimilar to Niebuhr’s. Yesterday, all our troubles seemed so far away. Today, there is no more implausible picture than what seemed perfectly obvious to all of them. Only seventy years ago the cultural landscape was very different, and an encounter with Niebuhr is a bracing reminder of just what has changed and how quickly.


Second, classic status is granted because Christ and Culture continues to speak today. There can be no doubt, however, that its message has changed. If “Christ against culture” arose in “pre-Christendom,” then today Christians find themselves in a globally ascendant “post-Christendom.” If “Christ against culture” ended because it succeeded, “Christ transforming culture” is ending because it has failed. Thus, a solid interaction with Niebuhr’s optimism frees us to ask whether anyone remains interested in contending that Christ remains at the heart of the secular West. As John Milbank, David Bentley Hart, Rod Dreher, and, for longer and more trenchantly, Pope Benedict XVI have been saying now for fifty years, the post-Christian West allows for no “of” or “above,” no “paradox,” and certainly no “transformation.” Instead, it sees Christ as an oppressor whose shackles it is finally ready to throw off. The once bright, now flickering light of faith among the old stones of American Christendom6 allows us still to see, if we have eyes, that post-Christendom stands on a rejection of the gospel. It has all the paganism and none of the innocence of the Areopagan philosophers of Acts 17. And this means a glib announcement of the return of “Christ against culture” won’t do. An opposition borne of ignorance was converted over three centuries; what will happen in a culture founded on Nietzsche’s deicide?7







White, Woke, or Worldly?


While the future is known only to God, one thing can be said for certain: in the three-fourths of a century since its publication, Niebuhr’s preferred model of transformation has been reversed. The culture has transformed the church (or at least the American evangelical movement). It is certainly true that our culture has absorbed Christ, even if it cannot remember or recognize having done so.8 The post-Christendom that has rejected the gospel wants very much to retain vaguely Christian notions of justice and equality and to retain an evangelistic and apocalyptic zeal that rivals that of the first century but to strip it of the Christian particularities from which those calls first emerged and in which those calls took concrete shape (and, frankly, made sense).9 Any number of writers have spoken of the overtly religious dimensions of contemporary culture. Sermonizing and calls for repentance and confession abound (though there are precious few announcements of grace). The desire for a society of justice and peace, which earlier generations would have called the kingdom of God, makes it evident that whatever post-Christendom is, its rejection of the gospel is not straightforward. Thus, the first part of my answer to the “Why another book?” question is, “Because times have changed radically, for the worse, and very few seem willing to see just how bad things are going to get.” The problem with much contemporary evangelical self-critique is that it doesn’t go far or deep enough.


This brings me back to the contemporary practice of evangelical navel-gazing. As bracing as Henry’s first challenge was in 1947, and as revelatory as Noll’s was five decades later, it seems to me their critiques came from inside the movement and were offered for the sake of its health—not unlike a doctor who keeps telling her patient he needs to lose thirty pounds and stop smoking for his own sake. Henry wanted evangelicals to engage with the world not simply for the sake of the unevangelized but also for the sake of the movement’s internal coherence. An evangelicalism that was separate and insular was not centered on the gospel, which is, by definition, outward looking. It was an internal contradiction. Noll stands in the same tradition, calling evangelicalism to its better self, to a tradition that gave rise to, for example, Jonathan Edwards and the founding of Princeton University. For Noll, intellectual engagement ought to be a twofold aspect of evangelical identity—to lack it is to fail to love the Lord with our minds; to neglect it is to neglect one crucial aspect of the Great Commission. Making disciples, after all, must include a readiness to give an apology for our hope (1 Pet 3:15).


More contemporary critiques strike me as being critically if not very subtly different. They no longer come from inside for the sake of those inside. Rather, the new critics easily adopt the language of the critical theorists of the left or of the aggrieved right, not least because of the religious echoes deeply embedded therein, and adapt it to scoring spiritual or theological points against their brothers and sisters. In the minds of the exvangelicals and deconstructionists on the one hand and the retrenchers and paleofundamentalists on the other, evangelicalism today is either too white or too woke. The facility—even enthusiasm—with which so many on all sides have adopted the language of identity politics, however, has thus far been largely left unquestioned. If we dared to ask why, perhaps we might find that the real problem is neither whiteness nor wokeness but plain, old-fashioned worldliness. As my grandmother might have put it, evangelicalism has no problem that a good trip to the altar wouldn’t fix.


“Worldliness.” “A trip to the altar.” Both are examples of “evangelicalese,” a language we have inherited and which embarrasses some of us. But I use them deliberately. As a community discerning its relationship with the larger culture in which it finds itself, evangelicalism has typically had a fairly clear set of boundaries established by practices (church twice on Sunday, prayer meeting Wednesday night, and youth group on Fridays); taboos (we don’t smoke, drink, or dance, to say nothing of playing cards); and speech (replacement swears and stock words and phrases such as those above). Today, for good or ill, those boundaries are largely gone. If today’s evangelicals recall Sabbath observance, we do so to congratulate ourselves for being freed from our parents’ scrupulosity; we mock their temperance over a beer; their turns of phrase have become material for Christian comedians (does it get more evangelical than the term “Christian comedian”?). But whatever legalistic wrongs we’re leaving behind, we are losing our language. And insofar as we are, we are becoming a mystery to ourselves.







Inside and Outside the Walls


Perhaps an appeal to holy Scripture will help unpack what I’m after. In 2 Kings 18 and Isaiah 35, we read of the fraught negotiations between King Hezekiah and his advisors on the one hand and the emissaries of the marauding Assyrians on the other. Language is a major issue: Will negotiations among the elite and announcements to the people take place in Aramaic or Hebrew? In the language “outside the walls,” or “inside”? One way to think about the dynamic that I’ve been trying to sketch thus far has to do with a similar kind of evangelical bilingualism. Since 1947, we’ve known that in order to engage the culture we need to be adept at its talk, its shibboleths, and its triggers. For Henry, throwing up the walls was both impossible and useless. At the same time, in order to remain fully and truly ourselves, we need to practice our own language, preserve our own observances, even “sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land” (Ps 137:4). There’s no point in becoming conversant in the language of public life if in fact we evangelicals have nothing distinctive to say, nothing that’s been nourished by our own language, faith, and practice. I’m not sure that very many of the newer critics understand the bilingualism that Henry and Noll could take for granted. Henry and Noll could talk to us about us in a language that was our own, even as they called us to become fluent in a different language so that we could offer ourselves in mission to the world. The new critics, right and left, having held insider language up to scorn or lost it altogether, and no longer speak to us about us in our words. They have only the language of the world. Their evangelicalism is a veneer for something more primal. They are, in short, worldly.


A final word on the language of the world in which late modern evangelicalism finds itself entangled. It is, in short, the language of politics. All the time. In the collapse of the domain once called the religious, that part of human life in which the great questions of ultimate value, reality, and ends were entertained, the political has increasingly filled the void. Politics is everything and everything is politics, to the point that, as Jordan Peterson has aptly observed, politics has become the new language of the transcendent, so that the news media we consume, the popular culture—movies, television, books, podcasts—we enjoy, even what we eat or drink must make a political statement. Fox or CNN? Chick-Fil-A or Burger King? Ben Shapiro or Rachel Maddow? As a result, it is of paramount importance to have the correct political view on every possible subject. To have the wrong view is not simply to be mistaken, it is to be evil, contaminated, sinful.10 And where the old language balanced sin, judgment, and even hell with the language of grace, forgiveness, and repentance, there seems today no way to remove the scarlet letter once it has been affixed by the new Puritans.
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