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‘Being Human is a remarkably timely book that explores our modern identity crisis with theological depth and pastoral sensitivity. I am so grateful for the wise answers that Peter and Jo offer to the most pressing questions of our age. The stories we are telling ourselves aren’t working. Being Human masterfully reorientates us towards the only story that ultimately makes sense of who we are and what we were made for.’


Justin Brierley, speaker, broadcaster and author of The Surprising Rebirth of Belief in God


 


‘Jo Frost and Peter Lynas courageously excavate the narrow and unsteady foundations of our contemporary culture. They explore with ambitious expansiveness what it means to take up the challenge of Jesus to build on “words of mine and put them into practice” (Matt. 7.24) – his foundations of rock – the full God-story of what it means to be human, wonderfully made in the image of God. Practical, prayerful and ambitious. Gospel-infused, wide-angle lens on contemporary society.’


Jill Duff, Anglican Bishop of Lancaster


 


‘This is an extremely timely and hope-filled book on the most crucial issue facing the human race in our time with all of its profound personal, sociological and political challenges.’   


Professor Ross Hastings, Regent College, Vancouver


 


‘This book addresses some of the real issues that we are facing globally as the 21st century Church. It is a challenging read with an up-to-date perspective of western society. Also a valuable toolkit for church leaders, to help them build confidence in their members, to share the story of Jesus and his kingdom.’


Les Isaac OBE, President, Ascension Trust


 


‘The Being Human project is an important work particularly relevant in this day and age. We are in an increasingly complicated world with different ethnicities living together in a melting pot of cultures. This book invites us to ponder what being human means and how it affects the way we relate to our Creator as well as to each other. It’s especially relevant for the Chinese Diaspora and churches not just in the UK but worldwide.’ 


Henry Lu, General Director, Chinese Overseas Christian Mission


 


‘Being Human does not simply fill in the cracks of the broken mirror to help us see ourselves more fully, it offers the reader an alternative viewpoint to reflect the rich stories that shape and bring meaning to us as human beings.’


Rev. Dave Newton, Principal of Regents Theological College


 


‘Being Human is a rare work: it draws deeply on significant thinkers and ideas that define our times, yet presents these in readable prose that is engaging, compelling and enriching. It is an outstanding application of theology, anthropology and philosophy. I will recommend Being Human widely and often to readers of all levels, backgrounds and interests.’


Karen Swallow Prior, PhD, author of The Evangelical Imagination: How Stories, Images & Metaphors Created a Culture in Crisis


 


‘This is a great book about one of the most important but confusing questions of our time: what does it mean to be human? Readers will find themselves both enlightened and energized by the authors’ accessible presentation of the wide-ranging biblical teaching on the topic.’


Professor Iain Provan, author of Cuckoos in our Nest: Truth and Lies about Being Human


 


‘Being Human is an excellent resource which speaks into perhaps the most important debate in our cultural moment with clarity, nuance, sensitivity and biblical wisdom. It makes complex conversations accessible, gives tools to enrich our cultural engagement and makes us slow down to ponder what it will mean for us to be authentically human. I commend it wholeheartedly.’


John Risbridger, Director of the Leadership and Theology Training Course for the Catalyst Network of Churches


 


‘Being Human arrives as a much-needed antidote to the challenging societal narrative that we are living through. In a time of shifting sands and changing opinions, the message of this book invites the reader to locate solid ground on which to build one’s life and the wider community. With a rich blend of wisdom and a biblical perspective, the authors navigate the cultural shifts of our time, offering a biblical and necessary perspective.’


Steve Uppal, Senior Leader, All Nations


 


‘In a world that appears increasingly self-obsessed, and where we are encouraged to search our inner selves to find our identity, Being Human invites us to (re)discover who we are in God’s story. In this story, there’s true freedom and a compelling vision of what it is to be fully alive. Jo Frost and Peter Lynas have creatively co-authored an important and engaging account that both challenges and encourages us to embrace a better story.’ 


Paul Woolley, CEO, The London Institute for Contemporary Christianity (LICC)


 


‘This is one of those books we have been waiting for! Jo and Peter speak with clarity and wisdom about some of the key issues of our day. Exploring the better story and encouraging us to view the world through the lens of Being Human, Jo and Peter lead the reader to a deeper understanding of where true freedom is to be found. We commend this book to you.’


John & Debby Wright, National Directors, Vineyard Churches UK & Ireland
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Our stories are all stories of searching. We search for a good self to be and for good work to do. We search to become human in a world that tempts us always to be less than human or looks to us to be more. 


We search to love and to be loved. 


And in a world where it is often hard to believe in much of anything, we search to believe in something holy and beautiful and life-transcending that will give meaning and purpose to the lives we live.


 


Frederick Buechner, The Longing for Home: Reflections at Midlife










Foreword by Gavin Calver


As a key part of my role, I travel up and down the country every week, spending time in different communities all across the UK, and everywhere I go I hear similar things. I hear from church leaders about how difficult it can be to speak truth and hope into an increasingly post-truth and hopeless society. I hear from individual Christians who are struggling to know what it means to be salt and light in the middle of painfully conflicted and contested conversations. And, encouragingly, I also hear from people who have recently surrendered their lives to Jesus because the world of self-obsession and self-identity could not deliver on its empty promises.


Time and again I hear about the challenges of the secular tsunami that we are living in the middle of, and about how deeply problematic our instant culture is – a culture that struggles to supply good answers to some of the fundamental questions we all ask.


This book is for everyone struggling to make sense of the world in which we live and who wants to share the gospel of Jesus within it. Because, although there’s no end to the voices telling us who we are, how to live and what will lead to a better life, as Peter and Jo note, each of these voices tell a story about what it means to be human: what’s true, what’s real, what’s wrong, what will make you happy and how to get it. But there’s only one story that truly brings life.


Christians are called to be good news people in a bad news world. We need to stop changing scripture to baptise our culture and start changing our culture with the truth of the pages of the word of God. We need to be braver and kinder in approaching our cultural landscape. Being Human does all this and more. It offers a new apologetic helping everyday Christians live out and share the biblical vision of what it truly means to be human.


Jo and Peter offer a new lens for our cultural conversations – the Being Human lens. Through this lens we come to see the impact and the imperfections of the cultural stories that we encounter in our everyday lives. The Being Human lens looks at how these stories are forming and often de-forming what it means to be human. But we also see that despite changing times and new perspectives, human beings haven’t changed all that much – since Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, humans can be selfish and conflicted, searching for significance, connection, a space to call home and reason for being, in all the wrong places. 


And yet since the beginning, God has been calling us back to himself and into His amazing kingdom. Peter and Jo wonderfully unpack the larger story of Scripture, helping us understand it more fully. Then they turn to look to Jesus, the model and means for each of us to become fully human. This is the good news at the heart of the book, that thanks to Jesus, that way is open to anyone who says yes to Him.


Jesus is calling each of us, not only to Himself, but to a new life with Him. A life of abundance, that is able to transform lives and society as a whole. Jo and Peter ground each of the parts of the lens with deeply practical reflections and actions that help us reflect on our own stories and lives.


This is a timely and wise book on the most critical question facing us all. It offers a deeply engaging, practical and biblical look at what it really means to be human – that every human bears God’s image and finds their full humanity in Him. This book is an absolutely vital tool for understanding our landscape and for helping us to be the church we need to be in our cultural context.


Peter and Jo are both wonderful leaders who have been gifted to see the cultural challenges and opportunities ahead of us. They are able to write about these in a way that serves us all and helps us to see a pathway ahead through the struggles of our day. I am profoundly grateful to Jo and Peter for this gift to the church and beyond. May it propel us into sharing the gospel more effectively in our day.










A note from the authors


What does it mean to be human?


 


 While we believe this is the most important question our culture is asking, we also recognise the enormity of it. The Being Human conversation encompasses every aspect of our life and world. A single book cannot even begin to cover all that could be said on this subject or do justice to the myriad of themes we could have explored. We invite you to check out the wider Being Human project from the Evangelical Alliance with small group resources, videos, articles and much more all available at www.beinghumanlens.com.


 


 This book has been our way to simply draw attention to some of the things we have seen or experienced on our journey with Jesus. To play our part in the wider conversations of what it means to be human. Our cultural observations are rooted in and inevitably limited by the context in which we find ourselves. Our understanding of the God story and Christian community have been shaped by so many wonderful human beings. We acknowledge as many as we can at the end of this book and each dedicate it to a special few.


 


Jo – Andy, Eloise and Talitha


 


Peter – Mum, Dad, Rose, Keren and Lucia










Introduction


We both live in houses with cracks. Peter’s house has settlement cracks – small hairline cracks from the various materials expanding and contracting at different rates as the house settles into its foundations. As is common with new builds, these are just cosmetic concerns that can easily be filled and re-painted. Jo, on the other hand, has issues with subsidence where the foundations of her house are sinking. The cracks are most visible on one of the supporting walls where the fracture looks like the guy rope of a tent streaking diagonally down the wall, pulled taut as the wall strains to hold the house upright. These deep-seated cracks are the result of a nearby oak tree that has sucked the moisture out of the soil, leaving the house on sinking ground. The foundations aren’t strong or deep enough, and the walls are buckling under the strain of holding up the house as the ground gives way. The seriousness of the work requires engineers and builders; it’s not just a quick paint job.


Cracks are part of the everyday pressures of life. As people living in a modern world, we are all aware of the superficial cracks in our lives: the burgeoning laundry basket; the car that breaks down on the way to a job interview; the family rows; the stresses of work. But we are also experiencing significant, deep-seated cracks in our lives: political turmoil; economic crashes; climate emergencies; mental health epidemics; and racial injustices to name but a few. These cracks are a symptom of our lives’ weak foundations which are eroding under the pressures of society’s crisis and trauma.


In The Myth of Normal, Gabor Maté, an expert on trauma and development, looks at the increasingly negative impacts our culture is having on health and well-being. He comments on environmental pollutants and physical toxins, but he is also troubled by something much deeper: Maté is concerned with ‘the entire context of social structures, belief systems, assumptions and values that surround us and necessarily pervade every aspect of our lives’.1 He believes these have become polluted, polarised and poisonous but we have normalised this toxicity and we are unable to see or address it. It’s the unseen foundations of our society that are buckling under pressure.


Despite widespread societal improvements on health, education, equality, increased global corporation, decreasing global poverty rates and increasing life expectancy,2 the situation has begun to stall. There is growing evidence that many of us are now convinced that life is getting worse not better.3 Society is struggling with increasing inequality, depression, obesity, prescription drug use, social isolation and loneliness. Over a quarter of the adult population of England has been prescribed antidepressants, painkillers and related medication.4 Nearly 70 per cent of Americans are on at least one prescription drug while more than half take two.5 Children are being medicated with stimulants, antidepressants and ADHD drugs. Students are anxious, risk averse, concerned for their mental health and increasingly experiencing depression. Doctors have little time to ask a wider set of questions of a patient and so simply treat the immediate symptoms. Teachers are under pressure to please parents and get results and so they end up ‘teaching to the test’. We advertise unhealthy foods right next to gym memberships. Our sports teams are sponsored by betting companies. We promote a vast range of consumer goods alongside the financial products and debt required to sustain them. The cracks are widening as the walls are stretched taut under the pressure.


All the while, the big life questions just keep coming: Who am I supposed to be? Is my life significant? How do we live together better? What is a good work/life balance? How do we cope with endless social media, new technology and crumbling institutions? Why am I lonely, depressed, or scared all the time? How do we save our planet? Who can I trust? What future will the next generation have?


What we are experiencing in our collective lives is something deeper than settlement cracks. Subsidence is the real concern: a mixture of shallow foundations and challenges in the surrounding environment that causes the ground around us to sink. Our western society’s foundations are struggling to bear the weight being placed on them in our chaotic, complex and contested world. The surrounding environment is also changing rapidly as long-held norms are eroded. We are experiencing subsidence because our cultural foundations are not strong enough to handle the pressure, and we are all feeling the strain as a result.


Understanding the cultural stories


Our aim in this book is to dig deep into our society’s foundations, uncover some of the problems and unpack a better way to live as human beings in our world. While the foundations of a house are made of concrete and metal, our societal foundations are made up of big ideas, stories and habits formed over years and years. This is what we mean by culture: in its most general sense, our culture is a collection of ideas, stories and habits that frame how we live. Culture is made up of ‘stories’ in the sense that they shape how we live. Culture is made up of habits in the sense that we embody and express those stories in the way that we live and behave. Culture forms and shapes all aspects of our lives, from when we get up, what we think, how we speak to the social media we use and how we treat others. We each have habits and routines shaped by family, friends, work, education, advertisers, where we live and what we do.


At a fundamental level, our cultural stories contain pre-existing ideas about God (or ultimate reality), the world and human beings.6 Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor uses the phrase ‘social imaginary’ to remind us that culture is more than just what we think.7 Culture is about being and doing and it touches every aspect of our lives.8 It’s the way we collectively make sense of the world we inhabit and the stuff that we make. Culture is communal because it defines how we are expected to behave: it can be summed up in that classic line, ‘That’s not what we do around here’. It’s the social norms that are never defined but collectively understood. Therefore, much of our humanity is concerned with the shaping and impact of our culture. To be human is to shape culture and to be shaped by culture. In Culture Making, Andy Crouch explains how culture defines the horizons of possibility and impossibility for each human being.9 It sets the boundaries and the limits of what is possible, good or right for each of us.


However, the horizons of our collective understanding are shifting as we move from a few widely accepted over-arching stories to an increasing number of personal or micro stories. These individual stories are smaller and less stable, and they cannot bear the weight being placed on them. As we each write our own personal story the horizons narrow, limiting our ability to engage with a fully human life, ultimately resulting in a dehumanising culture. We are presented with a world of unending freedom and choice, but in reality we are inhabiting smaller stories in a contested and chaotic cultural moment that can feel overwhelming.


Cultural Jenga


When it comes to the competing stories in our culture, imagine a game of Jenga. Players take turns removing one block at a time from a tower constructed of wooden blocks. As a block is removed, it is then placed on top of the tower, creating a progressively more unstable structure.


In our game of Jenga, the blocks are in sections, reflecting our reality and understanding of the world. We’re going to look at three sections: foundational, communal and personal stories.


Foundational: the secular story


The bottom section of the tower is made up of blocks representing foundational stories about reality – the general truths of our world and the basic beliefs that we share and agree on. But the secular story begins to remove these blocks.


Secularism’s aim is not simply a world without religion but a way of life in which all belief systems are contested and any claim of divine action is questioned. The options for belief are more numerous, but with no agreed set of beliefs, all beliefs are more fragile. Everyone feels pushed and pressed and tugged by rival stories of who we are and what we are for. Secularism allows faith to remain but demands that it is kept private. Charles Taylor, in his book A Secular Age, explains how 500 years ago it was almost unthinkable not to believe in God, yet now it is almost unthinkable to believe in God. We live in an age in which the blocks representing spiritual possibility, transcendence and the presence of God are being removed from our collective foundational cultural stories.


The secular story is also a complex one, mainly because we live in a society that continues to live off the fruits of the Christian story while simultaneously chopping down the very tree that sustains that fruit. Tim Keller describes this as ‘cosmic plagiarism’ – living off the borrowed capital of Christianity without acknowledging the source.10 Our society prizes human dignity, freedom, justice and equality – all of which find their origin in Christian thinking. Tom Holland, the agnostic historian and author of Dominion: The Making of the Western Mind, argues that equality and human rights don’t just hang in the ether waiting to be discovered.11 They are underpinned by Christian faith and are the result of specifically legal developments in medieval Christendom. Today’s human rights framework is deeply Christian whether its adherents realise it or not. And yet Christianity is often dismissed, or worse condemned, by our cultural storylines.


It was Nietzsche who famously critiqued his society by declaring ‘God is dead’. In his view, people were trying to have their cake and eat it: they denied God but continued to borrow from the Christian story. As Vinoth Ramachandra argues, the ‘death of God’ does not lead to the glorification of humans but rather takes from men and women any claim they may have to be treated with reverence by their fellows.12 In other words, the death of God as a foundational story has far-reaching consequences on our understanding of being human. So, as we question the need for God and reject over-arching stories and privatise our faith, the Jenga blocks are removed from the bottom of the tower and placed on top.


Communal: the story of expressive individualism


Now imagine that the middle section of the tower is made up of blocks representing communal stories. These blocks are concerned with ethics and morality: how to treat each other and what good looks like. We see the powerful impact of the cultural story around expressive individualism here. This story tells us that to live fully we need to know ourselves and be free to project ourselves out into the world as we see fit. We can remove any blocks representing obligations and impositions or anything that might hold us back or stop us being ourselves.


Having largely rejected religion, we are left to our own devices to interpret and order our world. Western culture experienced a profound shift inward during the periods of Reformation and Enlightenment – a shift that prioritised the individual as the basic arbiter of truth. We can now discover, create or choose our identity inside of us and then express it in the world. As David Foster Wallace comments, ‘Everything in my own immediate experience supports my deep belief that I am the absolute centre of the universe, the realest, most vivid person in existence.’13


As the world around us grows increasingly fractured, as our political conversations, social media trolling, equality and inclusion challenges become ever more hostile and toxic, we retreat inward. The inner self is where we turn for protection and meaning. We seek to be authentic and true to ourselves rather than forced to conform to society, previous generations or religion. But writing your own script is a huge weight for any individual to bear. The further inward we go, the less we can cope with being in the world. As we each decide for ourselves how best to live and be true to ourselves, the Jenga blocks of moral commitment and communal responsibility are removed from the middle of the tower and placed on top.


Personal: the postmodern story


The third section of the tower is made up of blocks representing personal stories. This is where the postmodern story comes into play. It tells us that truth is personal and subjective; you have your truth and I have mine. Postmodernism provided a healthy challenge to the certainty of modernity and the Enlightenment that came before it. The process of deconstruction is a helpful reminder that science doesn’t have all the answers, and certain power structures and hierarchies, for example around race, sex and disability, needed to be challenged and overthrown.14


But postmodernism also encourages a radical scepticism that leads many to question almost everything. This deep sense of doubt harbours suspicion and rejects any over-arching truth claim in favour of millions of micro stories or ‘personal truths’. The postmodern story blurs the boundary between objective truth and subjective experience where meaning and truth are relativised to little more than personal taste. In other words, reality and truth are personal.


When our lived experiences dominate our outlook on life, we are in a constant flux of ‘checking our privilege’. All too aware of the failings and abuse of power in the past, we are much better at deconstructing oppressive structures and institutions than building new ones. We are hyper-aware of the misuse of power, and our moral conversations now revolve around distilling power to achieve progress. But when truth is purely subjective, and power is the only frame of reference, how can we truly seek justice? If you cannot appeal to objective truth, justice becomes just another power play.


As each block is removed from the tower and placed on top, our Jenga tower grows much taller and much more complex. A chaotic mixture of blocks from each of the sections now sit on top of the tower as our stories are all mixed up. And the weight is all at the top of the tower, creating a structure that is increasingly unstable and unable to support the reality of navigating life and all its complexity. The result is a chaotic, perpetual state of crisis. Collapse appears inevitable. It is a constantly changing, relentless and restless space. This is where we find ourselves today.


Story clash


We live at the intersection of the God story and our various cultural stories. In our Jenga analogy, all the wooden blocks are part of God’s creation. They have been borrowed and adapted to create the various cultural stories we see today. Problems arise as they are taken out of context and misused, but we must avoid the trap of thinking that culture is opposed to, and other than, Christian. Our western society is built upon the tenets of the Christian story. But, as we’ve seen with the secular story, our society is chipping away at the Christian elements of our foundation.


We now live in a post-Christian age where the soil is deeply Christian, but many have rejected this as ‘their’ cultural story. In the past, Christianity seemed plausible because aspects of the Christian story were woven into the fabric of our everyday lives.15 Our institutions, our daily practices and everyday speech assumed realities such as God, heaven, a transcendent morality, sin, judgement and the possibility of redemption. But now while our laws and culture are still deeply formed by our Christian heritage, our daily lives are no longer shaped in the same way.


Recent census data and other polling tells us that, while half the UK population still identify as Christian, only 6 per cent go to church, read their Bibles and pray regularly.16 While the UK is no longer described as a Christian country, more than half the population believe Jesus was a real historical figure, and just under half believe in the resurrection.17 Here in the UK, we have prayers in Parliament, bishops in the House of Lords and an established church. However, the percentage of those with no religion is growing rapidly, particularly among younger generations. Many of us have felt the shift, from Christianity being perceived as a good thing for many to a problematic set of beliefs. The moral majority of the 1980s is now the immoral minority of the 2020s.


But in this book, we aren’t interested in a simplistic culture war narrative. Our public conversations desperately lack nuance – a lack we are keen not to exacerbate here. As part of God’s creation, our cultural stories offer both positive and negative contributions to the cultural conversation; there is wisdom to glean as well as habits to reject. It is also important to remember that, although we are digging into the big foundational narratives in our culture, every individual’s story is unique and nuanced. We can’t mistake the broad brushstrokes of culture (and in particular, we are focused on western cultural stories) for the detailed textures and shades of our personal experiences. As you read, you may more easily recognise parts of the stories in your own life, or in others. Some may not resonate at all. But these macro, overarching stories are crucial for us to understand. We need to make sense of what is happening in the cultural waters we are swimming in today.


We also need to understand what has caused some of the shifts we’ve outlined above. Why isn’t the Christian story the most compelling in our culture? While it is easy to blame others, we need to acknowledge that perhaps the story told by too many Christians has become too weak. Perhaps we have shrunk our story and been swept along by the cultural currents, so we have little to offer to our culture. We have accepted the journey from a public faith to a personal faith to a private one. We have too often told a story about inviting Jesus into our hearts, rather than about God inviting us into His ongoing larger story of redemption. At times, we have communicated a half-story, focused only on a narrow view of the gospel. The half-story says ‘we are all sinners, but Christ died and rose again so you can be saved’. It’s a simple and easy-to-follow story: you have a problem, but we can offer a solution. But, this simpler, shorter gospel leads to a more individualistic view of salvation. The gospel is reduced to saving souls for heaven, but in so doing it leaves Christians twiddling their thumbs waiting for death and the afterlife.


The half-story also starts with sin, whereas the Bible starts with creation, blessing and a good world. Without an originally good world, we have no reason to believe in better. Without blessing, we cannot hunger for wholeness. Without creation, we cannot respect all life. The Christianity of William Wilberforce, Amy Carmichael and Martin Luther King needed a full gospel – it wasn’t just about saving souls but about cultural renewal. We cannot live a fully human life if the Christian story is limited to individual salvation.


There are two responses to the half-story. The first strips the narrative back further to the point where we simply declare ‘God loves you; God accepts you as you are’ because it is unpopular to point out that we are all sinners. But this quarter story doesn’t work – it’s too shallow and thin to bear the weight of our lives. In fact, it is so weak, it isn’t actually the gospel at all. The other, and we would argue only, response is to embrace the whole God story. To indwell and dig into the implications of the fuller, deeper, richer, more hopeful narrative found in Jesus. To communicate the full God story that includes all things being made new in the new heaven and the new earth. To live into and share the story that shows us the good, beautiful and compelling truth of what it is to be human.


We have forgotten that God makes the first move, and we find ourselves in His story. As Eugene Peterson describes, we follow ‘the story-making, storytelling Jesus, and spend the rest of our lives exploring the amazing and exquisite details, the words and sentences that go into the making of the story of our creation, salvation and life of blessing’.18


A vision for being human


In this book, we want to explore our cultural stories and see how they shape our individual and communal understanding of being human. This is what is at stake when our cultural stories clash: our humanity suffers. These big macro stories, along with a myriad of micro stories, interact and contradict each other, but they also form and shape us. Each of the cultural stories can be studied and looked at, but they also become something we look through as a way of seeing the world.19 Our desire is to unpack the everyday, helping you see your own environments in fresh ways, and to recognise the formative, and all too often, de-forming and de-humanising power of the stories we inhabit. We want to focus on some of the cracks that appear in our lives and ask what’s causing them, how do they affect us and what can we do to stop them.
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