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For my mother,
Linda Sook Yee Wong Stringer, 

who introduced me to Jesus and
puts her faith into action
every day.
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FOREWORD

Richard Mouw
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IT WAS GOOD FOR ME TO READ THIS BOOK. For one thing, Dan Stringer is an engaging writer. He has read widely; he thinks deeply—and he tells a good story.

But this book helped me understand some things that I have worried about in my own insistence that we not abandon the “evangelical” label. Evangelicalism has been good to me. It has paid my salary for the past half-century. More importantly it has given me a network of friends and organizations that I have been able to call “home” in my lifetime. I have had my quarrels, to be sure, but they have occurred for me within a spiritual and theological kinship system.

I realize, though, that a younger generation can easily interpret the defenses of the movement by folks like me as serving personal vested interests. Dan Stringer understands well the generational gap that is signaled in that dissent. He hears—and feels personally—the complaints of those who are distressed that “evangelical” has come to mean in many minds “right-wing extremism.” He has personally felt the impatience with ongoing debates about whether there really is a viable “evangelical mind.” And he is deeply offended by much-publicized reports of sexual scandals, gender abuse, and financial shenanigans. He has affinities with young professionals, campus ministry leaders, and women struggling with God’s call in their lives, with whether to stick with it as evangelicals.

In the end, he personally decides in favor of “staying” in a movement that is, he says, “broken yet beautiful.” He understands why others may choose differently, but for Dan, the remaining beauty makes it worth significant efforts to repair it: theologically, spiritually, and culturally. In accounting for what still attracts him to evangelicalism, he draws on his rich personal experience with global evangelicalism—the son of missionary parents, he lived in Asia and Africa for nine years of his youth.

Dan Stringer was once my student, but now he has become my teacher. I learned a lot from this book about both the brokenness and the beauty of the movement that I love. He also offers many wise, practical lessons about how to go about the necessary repair work. May it happen!






Introduction

WHEN EVANGELICALISM
IS YOUR MOTHER
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WHEN I WAS A YOUNG CHILD, my parents read me a book called Are You My Mother? The story opens with a baby bird hatching from an egg while his mother is out finding food. Not knowing what his mother looks like, the hatchling waddles right past her. In successive encounters with a kitten, a dog, and a cow, the little bird asks, “Are you my mother?” To his dismay, they all reply no. Increasingly discouraged, the little bird begins to wonder if he even has a mother.

With escalating desperation, he calls out to a boat, an airplane, and an enormous power shovel, declaring, “Here I am, Mother,” but not one answers. Finally, the power shovel drops him back into the nest, just as his mother returns and asks, “Do you know who I am?” The baby bird replies, “Yes, I know who you are. You are not a kitten. You are not a dog. You are not a cow. You are a bird, and you are my mother.”

This heartwarming story centers on the search for a parent, but it’s also a quest for identity. Until the baby bird knows who his mother is, he does not know who he is. Had he realized he was a bird, he would not have asked the other animals if they were his mother. Without an accurate self-understanding, he looks for belonging among boats, airplanes, and power shovels. The hatchling is not just looking for his mother; he is looking for his identity.

Like baby birds waddling from the nest, evangelical Christians sometimes don’t know which species of Christian they are. They might identify broadly as Christians but don’t see themselves belonging to the evangelical category. Lacking awareness of who laid the egg from which they hatched, they don’t realize that evangelicalism is their mother. Like the bird who hatched while his mama was away, they walk right past their evangelical parents and siblings without recognizing them as family. When they hear the word evangelical used to describe something narrow-minded and negative, they think to themselves, “That’s not me!”

Part of what makes Are You My Mother? a compelling children’s story is the comparisons between incongruent things. Dogs and cats are not birds. Boats and planes are not animals. As young children learn to distinguish between different kinds of objects, they are technically learning what is called taxonomic differentiation. Tables and chairs are both furniture but different kinds. Bananas and mangoes are both fruits, but taxonomic differentiation helps kids understand that mangoes aren’t the only kind of fruit.

Evangelicalism could use more taxonomic differentiation these days. It is not the only place on Christianity’s big map, yet those of us who consider ourselves evangelical may not realize that our way of following Jesus is just one form of Christianity rather than the whole thing. While it’s common for evangelicals in the United States to identify themselves simply as “Christians,” this has downsides. First, it confuses a larger category (Christian) with a smaller category (evangelical Protestant). Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern Orthodox believers are all Christians but practice their faith differently. The majority of Christians in the world are not Protestants, much less evangelical Protestants (see figure 0.1).1 Furthermore, three in five evangelicals live in Asia or Africa, whereas less than one in five live in North American (see figure 0.2).2

Second, it fails to acknowledge evangelicalism’s particularity as a space within Christianity. Evangelical norms like informal, extemporaneous prayer (“Good morning, Lord”) are taken for granted as the Christian standard and thus are simply deemed “prayer” without an adjective, whereas non-evangelical styles of prayer are referred to with greater precision, like contemplative prayer or liturgical prayer. Third, it claims supremacy for itself at the expense of other expressions of Christianity, as if evangelicals have a monopoly on Jesus. If we take seriously the body of Christ’s diversity worldwide, neither Christian nor Protestant are specific enough terms to identify our particular faith tradition.
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Figure 0.1
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Figure 0.2


For evangelicals who see themselves as Christianity’s default setting, developing a healthy self-awareness requires situating evangelicalism as a particular location on a bigger map. When we fail to acknowledge our own particularity, we’re like baby birds who haven’t looked in the mirror to see that we have feathers, wings, and beaks. We run the risk of assuming that all animals live in nests and lay eggs like we do. Unable to recognize our flock, we wander in search of belonging, hoping to find someone who will claim us as their own. Until we learn who our mother is, we can’t know who we are.


MOTHER CHURCH

St. Cyprian of Carthage, a North African bishop from the third century, famously said, “No one can have God for their Father, who does not have the Church for their mother.” At the time, many were splitting away from the church because they thought it had compromised its identity by readmitting those who previously bowed to false gods. Cyprian strongly opposed such a split, contending there could only be one true and united church. Imagine what Cyprian would say about the plethora of denominations in today’s evangelical landscape! Instead of seeing God our Father wedded to the church our mother, evangelicals have so emphasized a personal and direct relationship with God that we’ve stopped recognizing the church as our mother. When we treat the church as a consumer product whose purpose is to satisfy religious customers, we’ve lost sight of the church as our mother.

My earliest church memories recall the sound of acoustic guitars strumming chords to Maranatha! worship choruses like “Jesus, Name Above All Names” and “Seek Ye First” sung in our living room—a house church my parents helped start in the early 1980s. At the age of six, I prayed to ask Jesus into my heart. Like most six-year-old evangelical kids, I couldn’t have understood that my church home was merely one of many congregations belonging to one of many denominations, each representing different ways of doing church. I didn’t yet know that Christianity wasn’t started by English-speaking Americans. All I knew was that I wanted Jesus in my heart—a very evangelical thing to desire!

When I was seven, my parents put their evangelical faith into action by signing on as Presbyterian medical missionaries sent from the United States to Zaïre, now known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).3 We moved from Mililani, Hawai‘i, to Jonquiere, Quebec, for an immersion year of learning French. We spent the next three years living in Kananga, Zaïre, followed by eighteen months back in Hawai‘i, then a six-month stint in Kentucky before living in Kathmandu, Nepal, for six years. During the last three of those years, I attended Faith Academy, an interdenominational, evangelical boarding school in Manila, Philippines. By the time I graduated from high school, I had lived in five countries on three continents—largely due to my family’s evangelical faith.

If growing up in Africa and Asia as an American missionary kid isn’t a full-scale evangelical upbringing, I don’t know what is. My parents put their personal faith into public action. As each move made it harder to identify home, our family’s faith became the common thread between otherwise incongruent chapters in a nomadic upbringing. As a teenager, I coped with the disconnect from US culture by latching on to any artifact of American Christianity I could get my hands on. Having treasured McGee and Me! videos and Adventures in Odyssey cassette tapes during my elementary years, I naturally progressed to evangelical teen magazines like Breakaway and Campus Life, while stockpiling albums by my favorite Christian rock bands like DC Talk and Audio Adrenaline. If I couldn’t live in the United States like most American-born teenagers, I could at least prepare myself to re-enter US culture after high school.

One question drove my college search process: Which school would give me the best chance of finding other missionary kids who took their faith as seriously as I did? A rush of excitement and joy flooded me as I opened my acceptance letter from Wheaton College. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had embarked on a quest to put down roots inside evangelicalism, the only consistent home I knew. Like the hatchling in Are You My Mother?, I needed to know where I came from. Not only was I searching for evangelicalism, I was searching for myself.




A TROUBLED BRAND

It wasn’t until college that the word evangelical entered my vocabulary. My first semester at Wheaton, I took a class called “Theology of Culture” taught by the late Tim Phillips. I remember Dr. Phillips passing out index cards on which he instructed freshman students to identify their denominational background. I found this exercise almost as challenging as explaining (in under ten minutes) where I grew up. Until age seven, my family belonged to a house church planted through the United Church of Christ, a denomination whose history in Hawai‘i dates back to congregationalist missionaries arriving from New England in 1820. While living abroad, my parents worked for a Presbyterian denomination, but we didn’t regularly attend a Presbyterian church. Most of these years, we attended international Protestant churches comprised of Western missionaries from a wide range of church backgrounds.

Unsure of my denominational identity but trying to fit in with my new classmates, I wrote “nondenominational” on the index card. This choice felt safe enough, but notice the irony. Despite being raised by devout evangelical parents who literally crossed the globe for their faith, I didn’t know I was an evangelical before taking Dr. Phillips’s class at age eighteen! In fact, I don’t recall anyone during my childhood informing me that the type of Christianity we practiced had a name: evangelicalism.

When Lifeway Research surveyed the differences between those who call themselves evangelicals and those who hold evangelical beliefs, they found a gap. While the two groups overlap, there are notable differences. More Americans self-identify as evangelicals (24%) than strongly agree with evangelical beliefs (15%). At the same time, a significant number of evangelical believers reject the term “evangelical.” Around two-thirds (69%) of evangelicals by belief self-identify as evangelicals, whereas one-third do not.4

The study also found that race and ethnicity play a role in the labels Christians use. African Americans make up 23 percent of those who hold evangelical beliefs but only 14 percent of those who self-identify as evangelical. They are also more likely to identify as “born again” (49 percent) than whites (27 percent), Hispanics (24 percent), or those of other ethnicities (19 percent). This is despite the fact that African Americans (30 percent) are more than twice as likely to hold evangelical beliefs than whites (13 percent), Hispanics (13 percent), or those of other ethnicities (9 percent).

If 31 percent of American evangelical believers reject the label, it’s no surprise that other terms are used when self-identifying one’s faith. In fact, it’s perfectly possible to love Jesus, read the Bible, and belong to a church with evangelical beliefs without ever having to think of oneself as an evangelical or self-identify with more precision than “Christian.” This doesn’t feel too imprecise within evangelicalism but probably wouldn’t be the case outside of it. Can you imagine a Catholic not knowing they are Catholic? It would be almost unimaginable for Catholics, Mormons, or Muslims in the United States not to identify with their religious faith group. The more you understand about global Christianity’s diversity, the more you see that neither Christian nor Protestant are sufficiently specific terms when identifying evangelicalism.

Why don’t more Christians with evangelical beliefs self-identify as evangelicals? We’ve already looked at one factor, the custom of elevating ourselves to Christianity’s default setting (especially in places where we’re prevalent enough to get away with it). Another barrier is our aversion to the word’s negative connotations, summarized by Mark Labberton:

The word “evangelical” has morphed from being commonly used to describe a set of theological and spiritual commitments into a passionately defended, theo-political brand. Worse, that brand has become synonymous with social arrogance, ignorance and prejudice—all antithetical to the gospel of Jesus Christ.5


In the fall of 2008, I began my first semester of grad school, pursuing a master’s degree in social work at the University of Hawai‘i. Political conversations weren’t uncommon on campus, especially leading up to that year’s presidential election. One evening after class, I found myself in such an exchange while walking to the parking lot alongside several classmates. As we discussed a recent debate between candidates Barack Obama and John McCain, we all agreed that then-Senator Obama had articulated many of the concerns relevant to social workers, including poverty, healthcare access, and education. The conversation rolled smoothly until one of my classmates remarked, “Things would be so much better if wasn’t for all those [expletive] evangelicals.”

I understood what he meant but didn’t appreciate his sweeping characterization. After all, my faith in Jesus factored prominently in my social work interests. Unsure of what to say, I tried to explain that all evangelicals don’t necessarily vote alike. Was it worth outing myself as an evangelical in the hope of nuancing his opinion? I don’t remember my words, but I vividly recall feeling awkward and anxious as I tried to reconcile my positive experiences inside evangelicalism with its negative political reputation.

If identifying as evangelical was difficult in 2008, the years since have only made the label easier to disavow. The morning after 81 percent of white evangelical voters helped elect Donald Trump to the American presidency in 2016, a Fuller Seminary professor posted on social media, “I won’t be calling myself an evangelical anymore in the future, or struggling to reinterpret the term in a better way.”6 Five days later, Katelyn Beaty, former managing editor of Christianity Today wrote, “When it comes to the Bible and Jesus and evangelism and service, the 81 percent and I share the same DNA. . . . But this time, this election, I can’t defend my people. I barely recognize them.”7

For Rev. Sandra Maria Van Opstal, a second-generation Latina born to immigrants from Colombia and Argentina, the experience was less about her response to evangelicals and more about evangelicals’ response to her. Pastor Van Opstal identifies evangelicalism as “the spiritual heritage of my rebirth and the tradition where my immediate family members find themselves even today. It’s not that I can’t include myself with evangelicals. Rather, evangelicals have not sought to include me.”8 She recalls an example of her frustration with a predominately white evangelical institution: “Despite the tens of thousands of pages I read while in seminary, I was never assigned a book by an ethnic minority scholar, let alone a Latinx theologian.”9

Much ink was spilled on white evangelicalism’s role in the 2016 election, yet why was so little attention given to how evangelicals of color voted? Despite the fact that one-third of American evangelicals aren’t white, prevailing connotations of evangelical fail to account for this diversity.10 As an Asian American, it took considerable effort to find statistics on how my subgroup voted. When the only evangelicals being counted are white, it’s no surprise this term has come to signify an increasingly narrow slice of Christianity. A whitewashed evangelical brand not only fails to reflect evangelicals of color, it’s also more susceptible to being co-opted by a racist, sexist, anti-immigrant agenda that looks almost nothing like Jesus.

For those hoping to liberate evangelicalism from its brand name of ill repute, the solution appears simple: drop the label. If it harms our credibility, hinders our witness, and creates barriers to being accurately understood, why keep it in our vocabulary? If the term represents nothing more than the latest iteration of white nationalist idolatry and injustice, shouldn’t Jesus’ followers keep their distance? If this word repels and confuses the neighbors God instructs us to love, why not abandon it? Furthermore, why should Christians of color use a term that has historically placed white Christians at the center?

I’m sympathetic to concerns about our credibility and public witness. If evangelicalism was only a brand, I’d support exchanging it for something better. There’s only one problem: Evangelicalism isn’t just a brand. It is also a space.




A SHARED SPACE

One can drop the evangelical label while continuing to reside in evangelical spaces. Evangelical identity is more than a T-shirt hanging on the religious clothing rack, something to put on or take off depending on your desired look. Evangelicalism is more than a billboard or logo. The adjective evangelical is indispensable because it points to a vital entity—the noun evangelicalism—a space within Christianity that includes more than 60 million believers in the United States11 and half a billion worldwide.12 Not only is evangelicalism the mother of many children, she’s also the place where most of them live. The evangelical brand may have lost its appeal, but evangelical spaces aren’t going away anytime soon.

Brands and spaces overlap, but they don’t align perfectly. Take the United States, for instance. The country’s “brand” includes Uncle Sam, Lady Liberty, a bald eagle, and imagery of stars and stripes. This brand distinguishes the United States from other countries, but its symbols don’t resonate with all inhabitants. Some Americans are put off by this brand because it doesn’t reflect their experience and concerns. The message communicated by America’s brand may not represent everyone from the United States. Similarly, not everyone inside evangelicalism identifies with its brand. It’s perfectly possible, if not increasingly common, to reject the label without leaving the space. You can be part of evangelicalism’s demographics (quantifiable traits of a population that can be observed from the outside) without necessarily conforming to its psychographics (internal motives and values that drive behavior).

In late 2017, an African American professor of missiology from an evangelical university in Illinois visited an evangelical seminary in California to preach for their weekly chapel service. During his sermon, the professor emphatically declared, “I am no longer an evangelical. I handed my divorce papers to evangelicalism last November because . . . I’ve spent the better half of my career pleading and begging with white evangelicals [for space] . . . I’m done begging. . . . I’m tired of asking white folks for permission to say something.”13

What should we make of an accomplished Christian scholar, educated and employed by evangelical institutions, declaring to an evangelical audience that he is now done with evangelicalism? I take him to mean that he’s done with the brand but not the space. And who can blame him? Like this professor, I, too, am repulsed by the whitewashed evangelical brand in its most recent iteration, yet I continue making my spiritual home in the place known as American evangelicalism. It’s not my brand of choice, but it’s the space where I live.

Instead of a brand, consider what happens when we think of evangelicalism primarily as a shared space.


	■ A brand is disposable depending on personal preferences, but a shared space requires collective responsibility for its care over the long haul.


	■ A brand depends on satisfying individual consumers—especially those with buying power, but a shared space is accessible to a broad range of inhabitants.


	■ A brand promotes itself through slogans and celebrity endorsements, but a shared space offers opportunities to build relationships across differences and divisions.


	■ A brand is no use to those who don’t like it, but a shared space can be home for a diverse range of people, including those who don’t fit the brand.







OWNING OUR BAGGAGE

Once we re-envision evangelicalism as a common space, we start noticing how its well-being impacts residents. When a neighborhood’s crime rate spikes or water supply becomes contaminated, concerned residents take collective responsibility for addressing the problem. Instead of calling it someone else’s responsibility or waiting for it to get worse, they take action on behalf of their community. Like any place, evangelicalism has its fair share of problems and unhealthy patterns that disproportionately harm residents on the margins. I call this our “baggage.” Every religious group has baggage, but things get worse when we fail to own it as ours. When problems are identified inside evangelicalism (especially in the United States), we’re quick to say, “Glad that’s not my neighborhood.” It’s much easier to shout advice from a safe distance than participate in a messy cleanup.

Our aversion to the evangelical label makes it harder to own our baggage. I sometimes joke that you can tell someone is an evangelical if they strive to not be known as an evangelical. To keep our baggage at a distance, we attach prefixes and qualifiers like neo-evangelical, post-evangelical, progressive evangelical, big tent evangelical, postmodern evangelical, and even sorta-evangelical. In the United States, our prevalence grants us the privilege to self-define in ways that keep the mess at arm’s length. Just as racial and gender privilege have facilitated the hijacking of evangelicalism’s brand, it also takes a certain degree of religious privilege to have the option of rebranding when we don’t like how it looks on us. “Those aren’t my people,” we say, but not every religious group has that option. Here’s a thought experiment: When Catholics, Mormons, or Muslims are negatively stereotyped, misunderstood, or face fallout from a scandal, can they swap out their name to increase favorability ratings? Not in the United States, they can’t.

When we know where our neighborhood ends and another begins, it becomes easier to take care of the place we call home. Despite my uneasiness with much of what American evangelicalism is known for, I have a responsibility that comes with living here. I was born here, work here, and raise my kids here. Many loved ones live here too. It’s our spiritual home, the place where we met Jesus and became his disciples. Evangelicalism’s problems might look obvious from the outside, but they aren’t being well addressed from the inside. I’m often embarrassed by what happens in my religious neighborhood, which is why I’m trying to leave this place better than I found it. Make no mistake: there’s a big mess to clean up in American evangelicalism, but it starts with admitting we live here.
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STRUGGLING WITH EVANGELICALISM

[image: Image]


EVANGELICALISM IS MY SPIRITUAL HABITAT. I graduated from Wheaton College and Fuller Seminary. I work for InterVarsity Christian Fellowship. My local congregation belongs to the Evangelical Covenant Church, the denomination that ordained me to pastoral ministry. I read publications like Christianity Today, support the work of agencies like World Vision, and can rattle off the lyrics to just about any worship song in the CCLI Top 100. For better or worse, my spiritual zipcode lies deep inside evangelicalism. In many ways, I benefit from the evangelical status quo. And I am conflicted about that.

Maybe you’re struggling with evangelicalism too. If so, it could be for any number of reasons. Perhaps you’re disillusioned with the political platform that’s been conflated with Christianity into a package deal. Or you’re grappling with how a seemingly Christ-centered apologist like Ravi Zacharias could have sexually abused so many victims by using his ministry as leverage. Even if you’re not surprised when famous Christians get caught doing terrible things, your revulsion may stem from a particular church environment that turned you off from evangelicalism by the way someone close to you was treated. The dissonance you feel could also stem from how the evangelicals you know have (mis)handled subjects like science, sexuality, singleness, or supernatural gifts. Perhaps it’s all of the above.

You’re not alone.

My struggle with evangelicalism began shortly after I graduated from Wheaton College in 2003. During the presidential primary races of 2004, I worked as a news intern for WGN Radio in Chicago. That was the year George W. Bush ran for reelection. When I began my internship in January, the field of candidates vying to be Bush’s Democratic challenger numbered about half a dozen. In addition to answering the newsroom phone (I never had to fetch coffee, strangely), one of my duties was curating sound bites from the campaign trail to be used during newscasts at the top of every hour. To gather these audio clips, I’d listen to live feeds of stump speeches and press conferences each day, choosing segments that captured a candidate’s tone and content but with enough variety to avoid redundancy. Over the next few months, I became quite familiar with the speeches of John Kerry, John Edwards, Wesley Clark, Howard Dean, Al Sharpton, and of course, President Bush.

Crafting news copy around those speeches not only put me in touch with the American political scene at that time, it also sparked an interest in how faith and politics shape each other. Bush’s reelection victory reflected the Religious Right’s influence within evangelicalism, and by comparison, the Religious Left’s lack thereof. This disparity troubled me, so I began asking questions about why so many evangelicals supported funding for the occupation of Iraq and the torture of enemy prisoners using methods like waterboarding but opposed funding for food stamps, public education, and medical care.

In 2005, I read Jim Wallis’s book, God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It, which gave voice to the disconnect I felt between the Religious Right’s brand of Christianity and the teachings of Jesus. Wallis further piqued my interest when he told Jon Stewart the following on The Daily Show:

We need a better conversation about moral values. Are there only two: abortion and gay marriage? I’m an evangelical Christian. . . . I would say that fighting poverty is a moral value. I’d say protecting the environment, God’s creation, is a moral value. I’d say how and when we go to war—and whether we tell the truth about it—is a moral value. Is torture a moral value? Let’s have a better conversation about this.1


From there, I started reading Sojourners, the magazine Wallis founded, alongside Christianity Today, The Economist, Relevant, and the late Books & Culture, rest its soul. Up next was Shane Claiborne’s 2006 book The Irresistible Revolution, followed by Greg Boyd’s The Myth of a Christian Nation: How the Quest for Political Power Is Destroying the Church in 2007. In early 2008, I started a blog to process my thoughts on everything from gender roles and pop culture to presidential politics (it was primary season again) and theological trends within evangelicalism, like the growing rift between New Calvinism and the Emerging Church.

Did I mention my blog was eclectic? The first twenty posts included a book review, a music review, a piece about calls to boycott the Beijing Olympics, a five-thousand-word analysis of Honolulu’s proposed rail transit project, and a thirty-nine-word poem with each line shorter than the last—resulting in the shape of an upside-down triangle. I also wrote an hour-by-hour recap of my first day in grad school, a reflection on the deadly sin of envy, two posts about basketball (college and pro, respectively), and one each on evangelism, Earth Day, capital punishment, and the doctrine of common grace.2
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