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“I would recommend any book Collin Hansen writes, because he’s one of the most thoughtful and devout men I know. But when it’s a book about what full-orbed and united ministry looks like in a post-Christian culture, I enthusiastically recommend it. The church has a big job in this era, and Hansen’s book helps us face into it with courage, compassion, and conviction.”


Mark Galli, Editor, Christianity Today


“Collin Hansen is one of the best younger writers and thinkers in the Lord’s church today. Here he calls on followers of Jesus to manifest three marks, each of which is essential for full-orbed discipleship: holy boldness, loving kindness, and a gospel witness that crosses all bounds.”


Timothy George, Founding Dean, Beeson Divinity School; General Editor, Reformation Commentary on Scripture


“Courage to speak the truth, compassion to care for the broken and the oppressed, commissioned to evangelize and plant churches—but how often do all three of these commitments meld together, surfacing as unified Christian maturity in our churches? The simple thesis of this book is that eager submission to the Lord Jesus requires such a unified vision. To opt for only one of these commitments while dismissing those who opt for others is to turn aside from Scripture while flirting with sterility and ugliness.” 


D. A. Carson, Research Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School


“This book is Collin at his best. With humility and wit, he examines our moment in history and asks, What is wrong with the church? Collin’s answer: I am. From that vantage point we begin to understand the beautiful thing God is doing in our generation, encompassing the various gifts he has placed in different Christian traditions. Collin is confident enough in his convictions to write with clarity and authority, yet humble enough to learn from others. This book not only provides insight; it models how to learn from others.”


J. D. Greear, Lead Pastor, The Summit Church, Durham, North Carolina; author, Jesus, Continued . . . Why the Spirit Inside You Is Better than Jesus Beside You


“Collin Hansen provides a valuable framework to the evangelical community to assess our witness and examine our weaknesses in light of Christ’s strengths. This book provides timely, helpful, winsome, and wise counsel for believers seeking to encourage others and effectively expand their witness to a watching world.”


Ed Stetzer, President, LifeWay Research; author, Subversive Kingdom; www.edstetzer.com


“Collin Hansen is a thoughtful and wise leader. This book will help equip all of us to ask what we’re not seeing in the mission field around us and in our own lives. You will find this book both convicting and rejuvenating at the same time.”


Russell D. Moore, President, The Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission; author, Tempted and Tried


“This is a little book that goes to war against all of the right enemies: self-righteousness, pomposity, and anger misplaced. Let’s face it. We’ve heard enough of our ‘heroes’ thunder from the mountaintops. We’ve planted accusatory fingers into the chests of our fellow believers. We’ve lamented a culture in decline. The truth be told, we’re sick of our own Twitter and Facebook feeds. In response to all of these, Collin Hansen knows the source of the problem. It’s you. It’s me. And in the spirit of Carl F. H. Henry’s ‘sober optimism,’ he points us back to the compassion of Christ for a remedy.” 


Gregory Alan Thornbury, President, The King’s College; author, Recovering Classic Evangelicalism


“Collin Hansen offers the multifaceted evangelical church an incisive, sympathetic approach to self-diagnosis. Here is a hopeful vision in which our differences are not ultimately obstacles but opportunities for greater unity in courage, compassion, and commissioning. My hope is that this brief book will win a broad hearing.”


Stephen T. Um, Senior Minister, Citylife Presbyterian Church, Boston, Massachusetts; co-author, Why Cities Matter


“With this timely and challenging publication, Collin Hansen has provided churches with a scripturally based and balanced look at congregational life and ministry. Based on his discerning reflections and an open acknowledgment of his own imbalance and previous blind spots, Hansen offers us an invitation to join him on this important journey toward mature, healthy, and gospel-advancing congregational life. Carefully and thoughtfully written, the descriptors in the subtitle, ‘Courageous, Compassionate, and Commissioned,’ point us toward the need for collaborative service involving head, heart, hands, and feet. I am most pleased to recommend this important book.”


David S. Dockery, President, Trinity International University


“What I most appreciate about Collin Hansen’s Blind Spots is the call to be generous with one another. Hansen’s three paradigmatic Christian camps will be instantly recognizable to anyone familiar with church culture. But he reframes these differences as opportunities for mutual instruction and learning rather than divisions to be reinforced. The result is a work that is at once refreshing and edifying and that will hopefully contribute to a more holistic Christlikeness throughout the body of the church.”


Tyler Wigg-Stevenson, Chair, Global Task Force on Nuclear Weapons, World Evangelical Alliance; author, The World Is Not Ours to Save


“In this insightful and challenging book, Collin Hansen charts a path for principled Christian collaboration in the midst of our post-Christian culture. Comparing ourselves to Christ more than to others, we will humbly work with fellow Christians and their multitude of gifts to further the purposes of God’s kingdom.”


Thomas S. Kidd, Professor of History, Baylor University; author, The Great Awakening: The Roots of Evangelical Christianity in Colonial America
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Foreword


Tim Keller


Jonathan Edwards was keenly interested in the philosophy and thought of his day, and at the same time he was fully committed to the absolute authority of the Scriptures. As a result he was, as Richard Lints put it, “arguably the most creative and the most orthodox theologian [at once] that America has ever produced.”1 Edwards was also as deeply committed to sound, systematic biblical doctrine as he was fascinated by the workings of the heart and how the emotions and senses relate to our reason. This meant, “He stands with Augustine and Luther in the depth of his analysis of religious experience, [and] he stands with Aquinas and Calvin in the breadth of his intellectual grasp of the gospel.”2


This breadth of interest is, however, extraordinarily hard to maintain. Historian Mark A. Noll demonstrates this in his essay “Jonathan Edwards and Nineteenth-Century Theology,” in which he traces out Edwards’s legacy in the American church over the hundred years or so after his death.3 Old Princeton, including Charles Hodge and B. B. Warfield, were the most true to Edwards’s orthodox Reformed theology. However, not only were they “far from independent or original thinkers”; they were increasingly inattentive to matters of revival and spiritual experience. 4 Edwards’s New England disciples such as Samuel Hopkins, Jonathan Edwards Jr., and later Nathaniel Taylor were social activists, abolitionists, and creative theological thinkers, but they left behind much of Edwards’s biblically faithful doctrine. So did Charles Finney, an enthusiastic reader of Edwards on revivals who strongly rejected his Reformed theology.5


Noll’s essay demonstrates that there were some who maintained Edwards’s doctrinal orthodoxy, some who adopted his creative cultural engagement, and some who kept his enthusiasm for revivals and mission.6 Ironically, each of these parties claiming Edwards as inspiration was hostile and critical toward the others during much of the early nineteenth century. Some theologians and ministers kept these various strands—doctrine, cultural engagement, and revival—interwoven and integrated, but that was not true of most.7 


You must not think by this foreword that Collin Hansen’s book is about church history or the historic schools of American Reformed theology. It is not at all. Rather, it is an extended essay on how Christians in Western societies today are responding and how they need to respond to a culture quickly growing post-Christian. Christians have not come to consensus on how to respond to this new world. Collin sees us fragmenting into at least three distinct responses, each with its own peculiar blind spots, and each one highly critical of the other two.


The three parties of Edwards’s followers correspond roughly to the groups that Collin discerns on the scene today. This is evidence that these fissures within our ranks have been with us for a long time and that each party has latched onto some true aspect of what it means to live the Christian life. The “courage” group stands valiantly for the truth; the “compassion” people stress service, listening, and engagement; while the “commissioned” folks are all about building up the church and reaching the lost. Once things are broken down like that, it becomes clear that these should be strands in a single cord. Each group goes bad to the degree it distances itself from the others.


I am, of course, here making this much simpler than it is. Within the pages that follow, Collin Hansen judiciously weighs and discusses the complexities of where we are and what must be done.
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Introduction


I wrote this book because my arguments stopped working.


I pointed to Bible verses. I appealed to reason. I turned to church history. Nothing changed with my opponents.


Courage, I concluded by their lack of desired response, must be sorely lacking among Christians today. And that may well be true, at least when compared to our courageous hero Jesus Christ, who conquered sin by his selfless sacrifice on the cross and triumphant victory in the resurrection.


Maybe you’re like me and inclined to think that courage is the chief need of the church today. We like to think of ourselves as brave and therefore willing to stand by God’s Word and stand up to enemies of the gospel. So when we think of contentious issues such as homosexuality, we tend to see two camps: those who have courage and side with God, and everyone else, who sides with the world against God.


So how do we proceed when our arguments don’t work? How do we persuade friends, family, and neighbors who just can’t agree? You can yell louder. You can type faster and in ALL CAPS. You can threaten. You can accuse. You can make the argument personal. But you and I both know these approaches usually don’t work. We’ve tried them. And we have the scars to show for our well-intentioned folly. 


I don’t know the exact details of your story. So let me tell you a little about mine to see if you can relate. I grew up in a stable family in a close-knit community, as someone bred to appreciate history and respect authority. I learned about God in Sunday school classes and children’s sermons, but I was not raised in a home that talked about Jesus or in a church that preached the gospel. So imagine the shock of my friends and family when at age fifteen I was born again to new life with Jesus. They were more perplexed than angry. Even so, I learned at an early age that I must choose either to deny my Savior or defy my loved ones’ expectations. In short I learned that to follow Jesus demands courage. Not coincidentally I bonded in college with the woman who would become my wife, as she shared a similar experience of turning to Christ at the end of high school. And in this private university, where our faith felt regularly under attack by classmates and professors, we typically befriended other Christians who followed Jesus with passion and courage.


I thank God that when he called me, he showed me the cost of discipleship. But many years passed before I truly understood that my experience is not normative for every Christian. I had a hard time relating to Christians who grew up in churches with hypocritical leaders who shackled them with unbiblical traditions. If these believers stayed in the church, they tended to practice a softer kind of Christianity, more enamored with the compassionate Jesus who pardoned the woman caught in adultery (John 8:1–11) than the righteous Jesus who overturned tables in the temple (John 2:13–22). And don’t get me started on the Christians I met in churches who never seemed to move on from the basics about Jesus. They were so busy hyping Jesus with high-energy sermons and upbeat music and message-driven T-shirts that they didn’t make any time to talk with me about theology, church history, or the challenges of following Jesus in our consumeristic culture.


With my highly attuned gift for discerning others’ motives, it didn’t take long for me to see what’s wrong with everyone else. Then I blamed them for not seeing the wisdom in my arguments. It took longer to realize that my experience does not exhaust the example of Jesus. And when I finally compared my life to Jesus, as he’s revealed across four multifaceted Gospels and the rest of the New Testament, I began to see my own sin, my blind spots. Because I had understood my experience as normative for everyone, I couldn’t see how God blessed other Christians with different stories and strengths. Yes, they needed to develop discernment, knowledge, and courage. But God wanted me to see how we would be stronger together in the body of Christ as we worked according to our unique gifts.
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