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Chapter 1
Culture
A Personal Perspective
According to Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, my previous book The McDonaldization
of the Church ‘created quite a stir’ and is ‘must-read material’.1 More recently, it
featured on a list as one of the six most influential books on emerging church.2 It is of
course every author’s dream that others will respond to their work in that way, which
no doubt has something to do with my reasons for referring to them here. They were
not the only ones, though. Sociologist George Ritzer, who first coined the term
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‘McDonaldization’ to describe a certain form of over-rationalized life, was another
scholar who warmed to my work and soon included extracts from it in his widely-read
McDonaldization Reader,3 and when the two of us presented a seminar together at
Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, California, hundreds of people turned up to eavesdrop
on our conversations. In the earlier part of my life, Christians generally connected me
with the Bible, because they had come across my name through books on the Old and
New Testaments that still remain exceedingly popular in the reading lists of
theological colleges and seminaries right across the world.4 But for the 21st century, I
have had to live with the label of McDonaldization – to such an extent that when I
visited as guest preacher a church where I had previously been a member, and then
preached a sermon based on the lectionary reading for the day, the senior minister
expressed some surprise that I was still interested in Scripture, and even more taken
aback that I was seeking to integrate it with what he regarded as my new-found
fascination with the social sciences. His perception of my spiritual pilgrimage was
not quite accurate, however, as my interest in the Bible had always been driven by a
concern for its contemporary relevance, even as long ago as when I was a student, as I
shall explain in more detail in chapter 5. Conversely, my understanding of the
cultural challenges facing the church had always been filtered through the insights of
Scripture and the wider Christian tradition. There is no doubt, however, that my
engagement with what I identified as the McDonaldization of the church has had a
more far-reaching impact on my life than ever I anticipated, and has opened up many
opportunities for innovative ministry that might otherwise have passed me by. That
was not the first book I had written on the theme of church and culture,5 but it turned
out to be the right book at the right time. Though the start of the new millennium was
not marked by any of the apocalyptic crises that had been predicted by the doommongers, the two or three year time frame that covered the end of the 20th century and
the start of the 21st did offer an opportunity for us all to reflect on where we have
come from, who we now are, and where we might go in the future. I was not
consciously thinking of it in those terms at the time, but with hindsight I think that
writing The McDonaldization of the Church filled that role for me, offering a sort of
mid-life assessment of the church as I had experienced it, and my hopes and
aspirations for the future.
By then, I had been actively involved in church life for many years, initially in local
contexts, but then from the mid-1980s and throughout the 1990s I found myself thrust
into the role of a leader in national and international events. For much of that period I
had both chaired and been a member of a number of significant ecumenical
committees in the UK. It was a time of rapid change, as ways of being that had
served our forebears well for centuries were questioned and, in many cases, discarded.
What was taking place in the wider culture was bound to impinge on the life of the
church, though it was some time before church leaders woke up to that reality and
started to engage with its implications. But those with the vision to see it understood
that structures and procedures that had apparently stood the test of time would no
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longer work in the new emerging cultural environment – indeed, that the whole fabric
of faith was being stretched and tested in a way that was well beyond the previous
experience of any of us. The idea that Christian faith might be challenged, and the
church discredited, was nothing new. From its inception, the church faced enemies
who wanted to destroy it. But in the more recent past the attempts to undermine the
church’s credibility had tended to be mostly of an intellectual nature, focusing on
things like the historical reliability of the Bible or arguments about science and
religion. Though there was by no means one single opinion on an appropriately
Christian response to such questions, church leaders knew how to engage with these
and similar topics, because traditional theological education had embraced them, often
to such an extent that newly-qualified graduates complained with some justice that
they knew more about academic opinions on the Bible than they did about the actual
text of scripture itself. But by the end of the 20th century, the notion of foundational
wisdom in the inherited philosophical sense was no longer regarded as the touchstone
of what might be meaningful and true. That meant the ground was shifting in
upheavals of seismic proportions, as the rules of the game were rewritten to
accommodate new ways of seeing things. Rational engagement with what had been
regarded as objective truth was replaced by relevance as a key criterion by which the
value of anything was now to be judged. Wrestling with increasingly pressurized
lifestyles, and challenged by the near-meltdown of traditional institutional structures,
not to mention a growing awareness of the need to live more harmoniously with the
rest of the world, people in the Global North found themselves with neither the time
nor the inclination for the religious pursuits of their forebears.6 To be meaningful –
and therefore worth pursuing – faith had to connect more obviously with the issues of
lifestyle with which we now had to wrestle, and that meant it had to relate to this life
here and now and not just to some esoteric notion of life in another world.
Faced with this new agenda (and what I have described here is only the tip of a very
large cultural iceberg), the churches soon found themselves struggling, because the
gap between the culture of the church and the lived experience even of its members
was expanding almost on a daily basis. Growing numbers of young people found
little that spoke to them, and either left the church or never connected with it in the
first place. As will be suggested in later chapters, there are good reasons for
supposing that their disillusionment was not directly connected with the Gospel as
such, but rather they were unable to get beyond the institutional structures and
systems in which the message had been embodied. Now as we move toward the end
of the first decade of the 21st century, an even more threatening trend has emerged, as
middle-aged people find themselves growing weary of the ways of congregations to
which they have belonged for much of their lives, and in many cases these are people
who have hitherto been actively involved either as lay leaders or in full-time
ministry.7 Though this is not the whole picture, and there are also some more hopeful
signs, the facts still make depressing reading. If nothing changes, then present
statistical indicators suggest that the Church in Wales (Anglican) will be
unsustainable by 2020, the United Reformed Church will disappear in 2022, the
Church of Scotland by 2033, and the British Methodist Church will have zero
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membership by 2037.8 By contrast, the situation is very different in the Global South,
and some church leaders are inclined to believe that we can look there to reinvent the
church in other once-Christian cultures. It would be foolish to imagine that we have
nothing to learn from the phenomenal growth of the Christian community in places
like Africa, China, parts of south-east Asia, and South America – and it is notable that
in most parts of the Global North the only churches that are growing are those whose
ministry is predominantly among immigrant populations from these other parts of the
world. But the reasons for the growth of such churches are very varied, and not all of
them can easily be correlated with the current concerns of the majority population in
the Global North. Spiritual desires are not the only component, and in many parts of
the world other factors such as increased literacy, the birth rate, and globalization are
all playing a part in the growth of the church, and in some cases may be more
significant than religious faith in and of itself. The rapid movement of people driven
by war and economic migration has brought non-traditional forms of Christian
devotion into many cities in Europe, North America, and Australasia. But the growth
of such congregations will not make a significant difference to the overall fate of the
church in these places. Wherever we look, it is the same scenario, albeit with regional
variations. The contours of the landscape are different in the USA, where church
membership can still call forth some degree of civic approval (and where the diversity
of Christian denominations has always been far greater than in Europe), though even
there the future is much less secure than it looks from the outside, especially among
the mainline denominations. Regular attendance at American churches has
conventionally been placed at around 60% of the population, but the outlook is far
less certain than that sort of statistic might suggest. There are various reasons for this.
One factor that is more important than it might seem is the way that church attendance
in the US has traditionally been counted, through opinion polls rather than by the use
of hard statistical evidence. In the sort of religiously observant culture that the US
still is, when people are asked if they have been to church on the previous Sunday,
they are more likely to say yes than no, which inevitably tends to distort the real
picture. In those cases where more exact measurements of church membership and
attendance have been gathered, the American figure turns out to be nearer 20% than
60%, though with enormous variations from one state to another. Research conducted
early in 2007 showed that roughly 100 million Americans, or about 34% of the
population, have no connection with any church at all.9 That is still way better than
the figures for any other country in the Global North (including neighbouring
Canada), but it hardly means that American churches can rest on their laurels. By
definition, a free market enterprise culture does not encourage even short-term
loyalty, and recent research has documented the growing popularity of new forms of
faith activity among American Christians (things like home churches, marketplace
ministries, and cyberchurch), with one commentator predicting that even those who
are committed to regular prayer, Bible reading and spiritual direction will in future be
doing so without any formal connection with congregational life.10 Moreover, the
diversity is not limited to pragmatic considerations, but extends to significant, and
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maybe incompatible, understandings of the nature of God and God’s relationship to
the world and its people.11
In reflecting on the reasons for all this, there is only one absolutely indisputable fact,
and that is that there is no single or simple explanation that can be given. Such
serious decline in an institution that has defined the Western world since the days of
the Roman emperor Constantine (AD 280-337) has not come about overnight, nor is it
likely that, being in the midst of it as we are, any one of us now living will be able to
discern all the details of the big cultural picture. There is no doubt that in the second
half of the 20th century the processes identified as McDonaldization played a
significant part, as people who felt oppressed by the over-rationalization of the
workplace sought a space of renewal, only to find that the churches offered the same
sort of homogenized and rigidly structured culture that they were trying to escape, and
as a consequence many headed off in the direction of so-called ‘alternative’
spiritualities and therapies in the search for personal wholeness.12 It is impossible to
exaggerate the part played in church decline by the loss of confidence in the church
among those who are self-consciously searching for spiritual meaning and purpose in
life.
I have argued elsewhere that, though the categories of McDonaldization offer us an
exceedingly useful tool for understanding the predicament in which the church now
finds itself, the attitudes and mindsets that underpin such over-rationalized ways of
being are not actually a 20th century invention, but can be traced in embryonic form
back through the history of Christendom and ultimately to the Roman empire.13 If
there is any truth in that claim, then we have to admit that a McDonaldized form of
church seems to have been pretty successful (at least in terms of numbers and
influence) for a very long time. To use missiological jargon, that form of church was
clearly well contextualized in a highly rationalized society – though whether it was
also an authentic contextualization of the Gospel is now widely regarded as a matter
of opinion. Making such value judgments on the past is always easy with the benefit
of hindsight, but whatever we think of our Christian forebears there can be no
question that one of the reasons the church has hit upon hard times now is because the
culture has changed in such a way that we are less tolerant of rationalized structures,
at least in those areas of life where we can exercise our own free choice. At the same
time, we have a cultural ambivalence about all this, and we both love and hate
McDonaldization. We deplore it in terms of our inner and private personal lives
while at the same time accepting it as an unavoidable everyday reality in the
workplace and in civic life. Even there, though, there is a widespread recognition that
we should be trying to give a more human face to the structures created by
McDonaldized thinking, but paradoxically we generally tackle even that through the
development of yet more rationalized systems! However, in those aspects of life
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where we do not need to be submissive to such restrictions, we tend to make different
choices - and that includes church (indeed, religious belief more widely), for reasons
that are again not hard to identify. There is much to be said in favour of the
Reformation insistence that Christian belief is essentially a personal matter between
an individual and God, but equally there can be no doubt that (notwithstanding the
efforts of Calvin and others to encourage a corporate dimension to faith) what is
personal has easily transformed itself into something private in a way that, in a
consumerist culture, means it is relegated to a leisure activity for those who happen to
be interested in such things. Not only has this led to a marginalization of faith as
being the concern only of a particular interest group, but it has also helped to create an
environment in which people find themselves both mystified and threatened by other
religious traditions that take it for granted that faith ought to be a holistic matter that
infuses and informs every aspect of life. One of the ironies of current political moves
to create an inclusive society in which all faiths can flourish is that the underlying
secular agenda of the political chattering classes assumes that all cultures are
provisional and relative, and therefore equally unimportant and meaningless. It is an
easy matter to appear to accept everything if it is all relative and of no ultimate
consequence, and it should surprise no-one that the representatives of faiths such as
Islam, which do still have a holistic view of life, should be suspicious of this sort of
‘openness’ as being just another example of a bankrupt Western culture seeking to
colonize the rest of the world through the relativizing of all truth claims.14
The triumph of pragmatism
In recent years, Christians have expended an enormous amount of energy in the effort
to engage with all this. The most common approach has been to try and understand
the question from an intellectual, philosophical angle, by identifying and analyzing
the worldview that has come to dominate in the Global North. Tackling the matter in
this way itself raises some interesting questions about the church and its predicament.
It suggests that we believe that this culture actually has a coherent worldview
comparable with the foundational certainties of the past; and it also implies that there
is some underlying set of such principles that drive and inform the multifarious ways
in which we now seek to live the good life. Neither of these assumptions can be
accepted without more reflection. The average person in the street may not have been
able to articulate it very precisely, but for generations our forebears took it for granted
that there was an overarching structure and rationality to life, all of it grounded in big
ideas about ultimate reality and the ways in which that reality could be understood
and reflected upon. The worldview of modernity was characterized by this sort of
rational certainty, and its practical outcomes were made possible through scientific
and technological progress. This way of looking at life is often characterized as the
outcome of ‘the Enlightenment’, and it is regularly blamed for most of the cultural
woes that we are wrestling with today. Even popular celebrities get in on the act.
British TV chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s River Cottage Meat Book opens with a
whole chapter on the philosophy of food, tracing what the author believes to be our
unhealthy attitudes back to the influence of René Descartes (1596-1650) and his
successors.15 Christians are no different, and in the search for an instant scapegoat,
have often been inclined to blame ‘the Enlightenment’ for all the church’s problems.
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Actually, the concept of ‘the Enlightenment’ is itself a problematic and contested
category, and at the very least it is not as self-contained as the use of that single word
implies. In many ways, it was simply an outworking of concepts that had been there
all along in ancient Greek philosophy and Roman pragmatism. But by apportioning
all the blame to that intellectual movement which swept through Europe in the 17th
and 18th centuries, we have also shielded ourselves from the uncomfortable possibility
that the values represented by that terminology might actually be deeply rooted within
the historic Christian tradition itself.
This is not the place to take a detour into the Enlightenment and its history. However
we perceive it, the highly differentiated social structure that it produced is still
familiar to most of us, if only by hearsay from previous generations of our own
families. Its quintessential heyday, at least in a British context, was the Victorian and
Edwardian eras (roughly mid-19th century to the time of World War 1), when
everyone and everything (including God and the church) had a place, and everyone
knew what their place was. Today, that kind of society has gone. When I first wrote
that last sentence, I put the word ‘forever’ at the end of it. But nothing lasts forever,
and history has a habit of repeating itself. It is at least possible that Western people,
faced with a culture that is becoming ever more meaningless almost on a daily basis,
and struggling with the personal anxieties which that induces, may yet choose to
revert to a worldview of certainties in the form of some kind of spiritual pathway that
makes strident lifestyle demands on its followers.
As things are today, however, I am not at all convinced that most people in the Global
North have any sort of coherent worldview, and the lack of any meaningful frame of
reference within which to understand ourselves or the world is one of the biggest
challenges we face if our civilization is not to implode on itself. The popular pundits,
of course, insist that we are now living in a ‘post-modern’ world. Christians, even
more than others, seem to have caught onto this way of speaking – as if having the
right words with which to describe the culture will somehow ensure that we know
how to live effectively within it. But just attaching a label to it does not by itself offer
a sufficient explanation of what is going on. In any case, the terminology itself is
ambiguous, and quite apart from discussions about the reality that it may be intended
to signify, a baffling array of different words are currently in vogue: postmodernism
(or post-modernism), postmodernity (also sometimes with a hyphen), post-Christian,
secular, post-secular, late modernity, liquid modernity, post-Christendom, and many
others. Those who use these terms do not always define them carefully, and in some
cases I suspect that people use them without having much idea of what they mean.
This evident lack of clarity is one reason why we ought to regard these nostrums with
a degree of scepticism. The more likely reality is that we have no idea what is going
on in the culture. At the same time, having a single word can be helpful, just so long
as we realize that any term we adopt is going to be at best provisional, and quite
possibly misleading or inaccurate. For simplicity’s sake, I still use this language,
though my preference is to speak of post-modernity, with a hyphen, which is intended
to indicate that this is not a precise definition – still less a ‘worldview’ – but rather is a
shorthand way of referring to the chaos into which things descended once the
previous worldview of modernity began to be questioned and rejected. Martyn Percy
grasps the reality of this when he observes that whatever post-modernity is, it is ‘not a
systematic philosophical system; it is more of a mood and a socio-cultural force.16
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Future generations will be better placed than us to discern whether post-modernity
turns out to be anything more substantial than that, though on the basis of all the
available evidence right now it strikes me as unlikely that either ‘post-modernity’ or
any of the other terms in common use represent any sort of coherent worldview in the
sense with which past generations would have used the word. I suspect that our
concern about terminology at this point is a smokescreen that enables us to conceal
our much deeper fear of what is unknown. By putting a label on whatever is going
on, we can convince ourselves that we know what it is, and behind that is the thought
that if we are able to name it correctly, we might also be able to control it.
Unfortunately this is just wishful thinking, and Western culture is in a much bigger
mess than most of us would like to acknowledge.
That is not to say that today’s people are (to use a traditional word) irrational. But
both the source and the nature of today’s rationality are different from that of previous
generations. One reason why it is so difficult to get a handle on the deeply-held
values of contemporary Western culture is that the way in which culture is formed has
itself undergone a radical change, even since the start of the 21st century. For a
thousand years and more, cultural norms in a hierarchical society were established by
the agenda that was set by philosophers, politicians and generals (who were often the
same people), and everyone else simply accepted their ideas. If ordinary people held
different opinions, they had no significant forum in which to express them. The rise
of democracy was an attempt to address this, by giving everyone a voice, but even
here the agenda was limited to whatever was on offer from the intellectual and
political establishment of the day, because democratic choice never offers complete
freedom but only the opportunity to choose between whatever alternatives are made
available. Over the last forty years or so, there has been a gradual shift of awareness
in relation to the nature of personal freedom, but the development of the internet and
the worldwide web has, within the last decade, quite literally given a voice to
everyone with access to a computer. Not only have blog sites, bulletin boards and
other forms of digital dialogue given a voice to those who would otherwise never be
heard, but the entire phenomenon has become a channel for subverting the existing
systems. It can be argued that this has merely created a different sort of élite,
depending now not on accidents of birth, inheritance, or education, but on ownership
of or access to a computer and the internet. Whether or not that is true, it is certainly
the case that these new media have given a platform to a greater number of ordinary
people than ever before, and opinions on significant lifestyle issues are no longer
handed down from those who are supposed to know, but are more likely to be aired
first among ordinary people, and then politicians and others begin to take notice. This
new reality does not prevent some academics from continuing to behave as if they
were still the trend-setters, but that attitude can now only be sustained by a resolutely
head-in-the-sand approach that deliberately disconnects itself from the feelings and
opinions of the wider population.17
In relation to the church’s future, then, it seems to me that the reality with which we
should be engaging is more about lifestyles and personal perspectives than about
anything we might call a ‘worldview’. Or, let me express it in a different way that
redefines ‘worldview’: what if our everyday life and experience actually is our
worldview? What happens if we prioritize experience over and above reason? The
traditional answer offered by a modernist mindset would be that we are on a slippery
17
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slope indeed, because the authenticity of experience could never be taken for granted
but was always to be tested by reference to the canons of rationality. That is actually
an unnecessary dichotomy, especially in a Christian frame of reference, because both
experience and rationality are intrinsic parts of the human psyche, which in a Biblical
frame of reference is itself ‘made in the image of God’ (Genesis 1:27). In any case,
few people are all experience and no reason. A more common way of processing
life’s reality is to reflect on the meaning of what happens, asking questions about the
way in which disparate experiences connect together, if indeed they do. Though that
process transgresses the philosophical norms of the past, I suspect that most people
have always understood life in this way, and the only reason we fail to recognize it is
because those voices from the past that we know about are not the voices of ordinary
individuals, but of élites of various kinds.18 We will return in a later chapter to this
theme of how we process reality, because it seems to me to be of considerable
importance in relation to understanding how we might be appropriately Christian in
today’s world. For now, though, we can use it to explore the question of what is
going on in the culture.
New experiences, new questions
Until relatively recently, cultural analysts have generally eschewed popular (or folk)
culture as a way of truly understanding what is going on in society.19 But if we
emphasize the primacy of high culture (by which I mean the preferences of the
intellectual chattering classes), we are likely to miss some of the most significant
movements of our time – especially when viewed from a Christian perspective, which
ought to prioritize what is personal and relational over and above what is abstract and
analytical. Approaching the subject from this angle, we can identify four significant
experiences that people have to deal with in everyday life, that are formative in
relation to personal attitudes, and which Christians ought therefore to be taking
seriously. First of all is the fact that everyday life presents us with the realization that
nothing seems to work the way it once did. I am reminded of this every morning in
life when I get out of bed and make breakfast, because the experience is totally
different from anything that my own grandparents could have imagined (or, for that
matter, my parents in their earlier years). I rise in a room that, no matter what the
season or the outside temperature, is likely to be at a comfortable temperature,
whereas my grandparents never had any sort of air conditioning system (whether
heating or cooling) in their entire lives, and (living, as they did, in a generally cold
climate) could only have imagined what a warm house might feel like. Beyond that,
if they were to come into my kitchen today, they might as well be on another planet,
because I doubt that they would know how to carry out any of the simple operations
involved in something as straightforward as making breakfast. The food itself has
changed remarkably little, but the way it is now prepared might require the use of a
microwave oven – and even something as simple as getting water at the kitchen sink
works in a different way than in my grandparents’ home: they had functional taps
with a knob to be turned, whereas mine has a fancy faucet with a handle to lift. The
idea that I might watch breakfast TV, and that the electric kettle will turn itself off as
it boils, or that a machine would make the coffee while I take a shower, would
likewise be beyond anything they could have imagined – while the idea that I might
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simultaneously be exchanging email messages with friends or receiving on a cellphone pictures of what others are doing on the other side of the world would only ever
have been in the realms of unimaginable science fiction. The same would be true of
almost any household activity, including cleaning and laundry. However, we do not
need to go back a couple of generations to appreciate this. I got my first computer in
the early 1990s, and it seemed like a miracle at the time. But by comparison with
today’s machines it was huge, slow, and difficult to use, because even a word
processing program required the memorization of countless keystrokes in order to
make anything happen. Its entire capacity was less than 1% of what I now have on a
memory card that is the same size as a small postage stamp.
In a world of such rapid change, in which the pace of change itself is speeding up all
the time, it is not only transient operations such as heating, cooking, or computing that
no longer work according to old paradigms. Life itself – the way we live it as well as
the way we understand it – has changed, and continues to do so. If a computer that
was state-of-the-art fifteen years ago is now a museum piece, how can we expect
anything else to be long lasting? In particular, why should anyone imagine that the
answers of our grandparents’ generation to the most profound questions about the
meaning of life should still make sense today, when our questions are so different? In
most cultures of the Global South the wisdom of older people is still generally valued,
but in a society where relationships themselves are increasingly fragmented we are
less likely to embrace the truth that inspired even our own immediate forebears. In
this context, the church is perceived as just one more thing that – whatever its
usefulness to previous generations – is now well and truly past its sell-by date,
‘something between a hobby with too many rules and a totalitarian regime’.20
Anglican researcher George Lings is not being cynical, but merely telling it how it is,
when he writes that for many people
Church is what some others do. It is noticed sadly, in their terms, not only
as an alien and expensive building that I wouldn’t know what to do in,
worse, it is occupied by people I wouldn’t be seen dead with.21
A second significant experience for people today is the growing realization that the
way Western people have lived is not the only possible way to be, nor is it the only
one that looks as if it might lead to a fulfilled and meaningful life. A couple of
generations ago, faiths other than Christianity were beyond the experience of most
people in the Global North, whereas today they are on almost everyone’s doorstep.
But this is only one aspect of the diversity that we now experience in everyday life.
Within the Christian church itself, there is an awareness that there are many different
ways of worshipping, and of doing theology. The rise of Pentecostalism, growing
from literally nothing at the beginning of the 20th century to be one of the major
strands of the world church today, is just one aspect of that.22 And within the wider
culture, the nature of leadership has changed, not only in the fact that women now
share it with men, but in the realization that leadership itself need not be defined by
reference to the sort of hierarchical models inherited from the past. All these factors
have fed into the rise of New Spirituality, which is the term I now prefer for what
20
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would previously have been labeled ‘New Age’. Traditional religions tend to be led
by recognized authorities who exercise control over the beliefs and behaviour of their
followers, and the same is generally true for New Religious Movements (by which I
mean organizationally structured groups such as Scientology, the Unification Church,
and so on).23 But New Spirituality creates a space for us all to explore our own
pathway, and assumes that – especially in spiritual matters – there can be no experts
who know it all, only pilgrims who can share what they have learned in the course of
their own journey through life.
The third notable feature of everyday post-modernity stems directly from that, in the
frequently expressed desire to be ‘spiritual’ rather than religious. The reasons why
this has come about are complex and contested,24 but the phenomenon cannot be
ignored in relation to what it might now mean to be Christian. An ethnographic study
over an extended period of the spiritual and religious life of Kendal, a small town on
the fringe of the English Lake District, demonstrated not only the reality of this shift,
but also suggested that the rising interest in what the authors of that report called ‘the
holistic milieu’ could be paralleled by a corresponding decline in adherence to the
‘congregational domain’ offered in the local churches.25 Twenty years ago, Shirley
Maclaine intuited the same conclusion, when she claimed that ‘Your religions teach
religion – not spirituality’.26 It is certainly the case that, at the same time as the UK
churches (of all denominations) have experienced significant decline, there has been a
measurable growth in the popularity of new forms of experiential spirituality, whether
that be through the study of the sort of arcane texts popularized by Dan Brown’s
novel, The DaVinci Code,27 or by experimenting with techniques to enhance spiritual
awareness, or buying into so-called ‘complementary’ or ‘alternative’ healing therapies
and so on. Moreover, a much publicized research project carried out by David Hay
and Kate Hunt at the turn of the millennium revealed that such spiritual experience is
apparently not restricted to those with an overt faith commitment, but is widespread
within sections of the population that think of themselves as ‘secular’.28 George
Ritzer succinctly expressed one of the reasons why we are so concerned to find that
special experience which will make sense of life:
Human beings, equipped with a wide array of skills and abilities, are asked to
perform a limited number of highly simplified tasks over and over … [are]
forced to deny their humanity and act in a robot-like manner.29
When I first came across that statement, I realized that it could be applied as easily to
church life as to any of the other rationalized systems with which we struggle in
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everyday life, which is why I then wrote a book about it. I will suggest in a later
chapter that the church is not really as ‘unspiritual’ as some people claim, and that the
real problem is that we tend to operate with limited definitions of what ‘spirituality’
might entail. In the process of doing so, we too easily exclude whole areas of life that
others would regard as the entry point for the spiritual search – hence the widely held
perception among those people who ponder such things, that Christians are ‘not
spiritual’. There is a mission issue here, for surely those individuals who already
believe that something ‘spiritual’ is important for a wholesome life are more likely to
be interested in the Gospel than those who are avowed atheists or agnostics, which
means that our ability to reach these people will play a key role in sustaining the
church of the future.30
A fourth characteristic of everyday life – and one that is growing in importance all the
time – is a consciousness that we live in fearful times. Martin Rees is no
scaremongering fundamentalist (he is the Astronomer Royal, and a professor at the
University of Cambridge), but in his book Our Final Century he paints a bleak
picture:
I think the odds are no better than fifty-fifty that our present civilisation
on Earth will survive to the end of the present century … What happens
here on Earth, in this century, could conceivably make the difference
between a near eternity filled with ever more complex and subtle forms of
life and one filled with nothing but base matter.31
The book makes depressing reading, as he lists all the possible ways in which the
ultimate doomsday scenario might be played out, all of which are far more scary than
they might otherwise seem, because they involve human error rather than deliberate
actions on the part of either governments or criminals. Nevertheless, the presence of
indiscriminate killers on the streets of cities around the world is reminding us of the
fragility of human existence. Then even beyond issues of personal safety, there are
big questions about the future of the planet itself. Though some still question the
reality of global warming, all the signs are that something is happening to the climate
as seasons change in ways that could hardly have been predicted a generation ago.
Politicians right across the world now recognize that if we continue to ignore this
issue there could be a catastrophic collapse of the global economy within a couple of
generations, not to mention increasingly hostile physical conditions facing us on a
daily basis. When we add to this mixture the burgeoning population growth in some
parts of the world, then it is no wonder that many people are seeing this as the
heralding of global chaos. Contrary to some popular perceptions, it is younger people
who find themselves most affected by this. Among people in their twenties today the
level of depression is ten times greater than for those born before 1915, even though
that generation lived through multiple major traumas. Something like 20% of all
teens and twenty-somethings may be suffering from depression, though some
researchers put the figure as high as 50%. This apparent rise may be due in part to a
higher level of reporting of mental illness, though that is unlikely to explain it all, and
in any case the statistics only include depression that is medically diagnosed and
treated. Over and above that, many people just feel miserable. Even younger
children are affected, with measurable anxiety levels among ‘normal’ schoolchildren
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now higher than those found in child psychiatric patients in the 1980s.32 This
widespread – and growing – sense of fearfulness is a bigger challenge than many
Christians appreciate, not only because it is widely believed that Christianity has
played a significant part in stirring up inter-religious strife and promoting
environmental carelessness, but also because we seem not to have any meaningful
eschatology that can speak into the situation. What Alan Roxburgh and Fred
Romanuk say about local churches applies just as much (if not more) on a grander
theological scale:
the most important currency a congregation has to spend is hope … In many
congregations the hope account is low and the cupboards of hope are getting
bare.33
The reimagination of a relevant Biblical eschatology should be a top priority for
today’s Christians. For the whole of human history, the earth itself has been the one
thing that could be relied upon to be stable in the midst of changing philosophical and
political understandings. Now even that underlying certainty is being challenged, is it
any wonder that people are questioning almost everything else?
Historical Perspectives
It is easy enough to identify how people experience the cultural change that is now
going on. But is there a bigger picture that might help to put it in context, and identify
some of the reasons for our present anxieties? I have already indicated that I think
framing this as a modern/post-modern disjunction may not be the most useful way of
expressing this, if only because the diversity of terminology within that conversation
is now so great that it is not easy to find a way of speaking of it that will command a
wide consensus. Yet whatever label we attach to it, no-one will deny that life today is
quite different than it was in the past.
In his book A Whole New Mind, Daniel H Pink proposes an alternative way of looking
at cultural change, which I believe offers some important insights into the challenges
now facing the church. In common with other cultural analysts, he identifies three
ages through which Western culture has evolved – the agricultural age, the industrial
age, and the information age, but then adds a fourth one which he believes we are now
entering – the conceptual age. Though his focus is on the culture of the Global North,
which he treats in a linear fashion as having moved successively through these
various stages, the taxonomy can – with qualifications – be used to illuminate trends
in countries throughout the world. In reality, of course, cultural change has never
proceeded in a narrowly linear fashion. Moreover, the notion of a single entity that
can be labelled ‘Western culture’ is itself an ambiguous category. Within any given
country, there is not one culture, but many, and there may even be different cultures
existing side by side in close geographical proximity to one another. Rural
Pennsylvania offers a striking example of this, where the Amish and their primitive
lifestyle that is devoid of anything that might connect them to the wider world exists
side-by-side with all the sophistications of contemporary consumerism. Even beyond
such specific cultural enclaves, a country the size of the USA encompasses many
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different cultures, and depending on where you look, it can be an agricultural, and
industrial, and an information economy all at the same time. The same thing is true in
Britain, while parts of the Global South are experiencing in this generation the sort of
cultural shifts that took place over centuries in the Global North. With these
qualifications, though, Pink’s taxonomy still offers a useful reflective tool.
The Agricultural Age refers to the sort of rural economy that may ultimately be traced
back to our most primitive hunter-gatherer ancestors. It was (and is) a world in which
people live in harmony with nature, if only because the cycle of the seasons, and the
amount of daylight there may be at given times of the year, determines the pattern of
life that is both possible and appropriate. Though there may well be feudal overtones,
this way of life (especially in farming as distinct from, say, fishing) has generally
been an egalitarian one, if only because the workplace is also usually the home.
There is something for everyone to do, and while there may be some social
differentiation in terms of who does what, there is a creative and worthwhile role for
each member of the family, including children. The idea that certain individuals will
‘go to work’ to support the others makes no sense here, for each person’s skills
(whatever they might be) are valued as an important contribution to the economic
wellbeing of the family unit. Along with this there has generally been a wider sense
of community, as people engaged in the same sort of work lived alongside one
another, worked together, and therefore formed natural bonds of friendship. In this
sort of cultural context, worship was part of everyday life and reflected an alreadyexisting sense of community. It is still perfectly possible to find places where this is
the case, in places as far removed from one another as rural New England and the
Highlands of Scotland, and with many points in between. Here, where people live
and work alongside each other every day, what happens in church on Sundays serves
to bless this shared life, indeed it is in this type of cultural context that what we now
recognize as a service of worship had its origins. It works for people who already
know one another. They do not need to interact in church, because they spend the rest
of the week doing that, and such congregations can be fiercely resistant to practices
that urban churches may regard as essential, such as sharing meals in the church, or
even having a cup of coffee together after a service. But when churches in a different
cultural environment try to operate by replicating these same patterns of worship, they
soon find themselves faced with big challenges.
The Industrial Age, which in Britain dates back to the early 18th century, saw
lifestyles become disconnected from the rhythms of the natural world and reorganized
around the working hours dictated by industrialists, a change that was facilitated by
one of the early products of the industrial revolution, namely the manufacture of gas
from coal and the consequent invention of artificial lighting. But this change was
merely cosmetic when compared with the more extensive alterations in human
relationships that were brought about by the development of industrial processes. The
industrial revolution was driven by coal and iron, which by definition was centred in
mines and factories, and which in turn valued physical strength over and above other
skills. This inevitably established a priority for male workers, and in the process
marginalized the things that women might otherwise have contributed, while the mass
produced output of the factories required (and therefore helped to create) a new breed
of consumers who would purchase the products. Instead of an economy based on
skill (which therefore valued everyone), society moved to an economy based on
money (which inevitably prioritized those who were in a position to make it). Out of

this emerged a situation in which it would soon seem normal that men should be
workers and producers, and women should be homemakers and consumers. So the
industrial nuclear family came to birth, along with more privatized lifestyles as
families migrated to urban centres where they knew no-one else and were left to
create their own spaces within which the family could survive in a place with no
inherited sense of community. This was not the whole picture, of course, for many
women (and even children) from impoverished circumstances ended up working in
mines and factories. Nor were all industrialists blind to the importance of sustaining
community, and some of them built model villages – even entire towns or cities –
around their factories. But as a generalization, the industrial age and its associated
urbanization led to the demise of more traditional ways of being. Worship in this
context often became a political issue, as workers either adopted, or reacted against,
the religious preferences of the factory owners. This was the context in which (in
Britain at least) the nature of Christian worship began to be redefined in different
ways, as new forms of church emerged, represented most notably by Methodists,
Congregationalists, and Baptists, but also including other smaller groups, all of them
offering a way of being church that met the needs (educational as well as more
narrowly religious) of those who might otherwise have been disadvantaged.
The Industrial Age survived in the West for 200 years and more, but by the late 1980s
was being displaced by the Information Age. The invention of the computer, and
then subsequently the evolution of the worldwide web, created a 24/7 workplace that
paid no attention to the artificial construct of ‘working hours’, still less to the cycles
of nature. In this world, work could be wherever a computer was connected to a
phone line. The skills required by heavy industry now looked like something from
the age of the dinosaurs, for knowledge and mental agility became the key to the
future. Physical mobility suddenly took on a whole new meaning, and the population
movements of this period rivalled the move to the cities of the industrial age. By now
the traditional family structures were in a state of disintegration, which made mobility
a lot easier than before, because moving away from a set of fragmented relationships
can generally be regarded as a gain rather than a loss. This was the generation when
friends became the new family – and a whole host of TV programmes came to birth
around that theme. Within this context, regular involvement in any sort of religious
institution was becoming less common, but insofar as worship still featured in
people’s lives it became very much a matter of personal preference. This was partly
due to the increased mobility of the age, and the explosion of choice that came about
once people were prepared to travel some distance to go to church. Obligation was
replaced by consumerism, and rules and regulations were pushed aside in favour of a
concern for the personal wellbeing of the individual worshipper. This shift can easily
be documented by looking at hymns and Christian songs that were written at the time,
especially those originating from within an evangelical context, many of which have
very little to say about God but a great deal of emphasis on an individual’s quality of
life, both interior and exterior. Some churches realized that in a consumer culture, the
church is in competition with other things for a share of people’s time, and took steps
to market themselves. But most did not, because they assumed that the social
conditions of the agricultural or industrial ages still prevailed and people would still
exhibit a natural allegiance to the church of their forebears. The shift that took place
at this time, from consumption of goods to the consumption of experiences, is one that
most churches have still not understood, even though it is at the heart of the apparent
popularity of ‘alternative’ spirituality and the corresponding lack of appeal of the

traditional church. Churches have tended to dismiss this by blaming the ideological
construct of ‘secularization’, as if that alone can explain why Christians are struggling
in the marketplace of spirituality, which ought to be their natural habitat. As a result,
not only do Christians often miss the fact that ‘secularization’ is another dubious
category that is now being seriously questioned by some of the same social scientists
who originally proposed it,34 but they also miss a key question in relation to their own
missional prospects in this situation. For there is a considerable body of evidence
from many countries suggesting that the reason for non-participation in the life of the
church is not intrinsically related to beliefs or religious experience – or secularization
– but is rooted in the institutionalized nature of the church, which has become
disconnected from the realities of people’s lives to such an extent that the Gospel
itself looks like a foreign product, packaged in some alien environment to meet the
needs of a society that is quite different from what we know and experience.
Australian Robert Gallagher offers wise advice with his admonition that
Too many churches do not include essential cultural concerns in their
Christian faith. Church life … must be grounded in the experiences, attitudes,
and reflection of its people if they are going to embrace the church.35
Not only may the polarization implied by language that contrasts the religious and the
secular be less than the whole story: it may not be part of the real story at all. I
remember at the turn of the millennium reading the book, The Experience Economy,
by Harvard business professors B Joseph Pine & James H Gilmore, in which they
offered would-be entrepreneurs advice as to what sort of business might thrive and
make the most money in the 21st century. They suggest that in a consumerist culture,
people are looking for
experiences to learn and grow, develop and improve, mend and reform ...
[such] transformations turn aspirants into a “new you”, with …ethical,
philosophical, and religious implications ... We see people seeking spiritual
growth outside the bounds of their local, traditional place of worship…36
At the time, this struck me as a great description of the business that the church is
supposed to be in. Yet at the time very few church leaders could see the possibilities,
which no doubt partly explains the frequently-voiced interest among key sections of
the non-church community in being ‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’. It is certainly more
than merely ironic that the authors of The Experience Economy also directed readers
to the model that they felt would best serve the establishment of such enterprises –
and found it in the New Testament concept of divine grace as the ultimate
transformational tool for people seeking truly life-enhancing experiences!37
By comparison with what the Global North is now experiencing, the lifestyles and
challenges of these three cultural paradigms all appear to be deceptively simple and
straightforward. Agriculture, of course, still exists, but Britain is no longer able to
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produce enough food to feed its population, and even the US imports significant
quantities of foodstuffs from other parts of the world. Industrial work still exists in
pockets, though the heavy industries such as coal mining and steel making have
almost completely disappeared as large-scale operations. The jobs have all gone east,
to India, China, and other parts of Asia, and those engineering factories that are left
now depend on importing their materials. Moreover – and surprisingly – information
technology seems to have peaked, and many jobs in that sector have also been
exported, mostly to the same countries as heavy industry. The specific details of how
this is happening vary from one country to another, but these trends are widespread in
the countries of the Global North. Daniel Pink calls this time the Conceptual Age.
This reconfiguration of society is painful for many, especially those whose
employment disappears. But it also comes at a time when Western people have never
been better off than they are now. Being a millionaire has become so common that
no-one bothers to count them any more. Even those who are not quite so well off are
still much richer than the generations that immediately preceded us. One of the major
growth industries of the last ten years has been the building of self-storage facilities,
where individuals can rent space to store stuff for which they have no immediate use,
but which they do not wish to dispose of. We have so many possessions that the
number of rooms in the average house is double what it was in my grandparents’ day
– and that at a time when more homes than ever are occupied by only one person!
This might all sound like the Promised Land, and to many of the world’s people that
is just what the Global North is. Why else would so many of them be so desperate to
settle in these countries, often risking their all to gain entry by illegal means when
their applications for residency are turned down? The underlying cultural reality is
quite different. Far from being paradise, many people find themselves economically
well off, but trapped in a living hell of personal insecurity. Nor is this just an
individual matter: the entire culture is increasingly unsure of itself and no longer
knows whether to believe in its own rhetoric, or indeed whether there is any such
thing as belief. A hundred years ago, our forebears were brimming with confidence
about their own potential. The world quite literally was at their feet, and it seemed as
if nothing would stop the expansion of the Western world and its power base. Though
the days of empire and colonialism are now but a distant memory, economic
expansion has continued through the exploitation of global marketplaces and the
export of consumerism. But whereas in the past, Western people truly believed in the
superiority of their own insights (which explains the evangelizing zeal with which
they were promulgated), our culture has undergone a significant loss of confidence in
itself – not least because the promise of world peace held out at the beginning of the
20th century turned out to be hollow, and as time passed every horror surpassed the
previous ones for brutality and inhumanity. By the 1960s, the self-confident
worldview that had driven the Western mind for a thousand years or more looked
decidedly jaded, if not altogether discredited. Today, it feels more and more like a
favourite sweater that is unravelling, but which we find difficult to part with. We
know that in its present form it is unserviceable, yet we are conscious of the fact that
there is a lot of good material in the frayed strands, and not everything about the
Enlightenment was bad. Where, after all, would we be without modern medicine and
its antibiotics and anaesthetics, or the literacy and educational opportunities that
continue to transform the lives of those who would otherwise never achieve their full
potential? Or, for that matter, the worldwide web, which is as thoroughly Western a
technological invention as anyone could imagine?

The religious side of this historic expansionism was, of course Christendom – indeed,
Christendom was the original form of Western imperialism. Among church people
the question of Christendom has dominated much recent writing – what it was, or
might still be, and whether it was a good thing or a bad thing. Opinions vary, with
some writers engaging in deep self-examination and regret for what can be seen as the
extravagances of the past, while others (from different ecclesial traditions) parade
themselves as being largely immune from criticism and therefore potential saviours
for a post-Christendom generation. The reality is rarely so simple, of course, and it
seems to me that we all struggle to one degree or another with the realities of our
history. Some of our struggles are hardly justified, and in particular I find myself
with an ambivalent attitude toward the high level of criticism that is now being aimed
at our forebears in faith. It is a matter of incontrovertible fact that those who presided
over the church during the period of its cultural dominance engaged in or condoned
some activities that were less than a faithful reflection of the Gospel. We might think
of the Crusades, the Inquisition, the slave trade and, depending on whose analysis is
followed, the missionary movements of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. But to
highlight such failures is merely to observe that the fate of the church has always been
in the hands of ordinary mortals who are liable to make errors of judgment, even on
occasion to be self-serving and arrogant. Moreover, many of those events were
happening anyway, for economic and political reasons that were nothing to do with
religion. No doubt it would have been better if the church had been less compliant,
but that is human nature. I can only speak for myself, but I have a strong feeling that
if I had been there in the same historical circumstances, it is highly likely that one
way or another I would have been complicit in the same sort of behaviour.
Back in the 1990s, I worked on several occasions with renowned Chinese missiologist
Raymond Fung. During the period when he was Evangelism Secretary for the World
Council of Churches we collaborated on several ecumenical Schools of Evangelism
that brought together church leaders from around the world, with the intention that
they might learn from each other as well as being stimulated by input from the two of
us.38 On each occasion some 30-40 people gathered for an extended period which in
one case was as long as three weeks. Even before we had met any of the participants,
it was taken for granted that many, if not all, of the leaders from Global North
churches would bring a huge burden of guilt and remorse for the ways in which they
believed their forebears had exploited and generally oppressed the participants from
other nations. Sometimes this was well deserved. One of the most memorable
moments from that series of events happened place in Scotland on June 17, 1991.
That was the date when the white South African government under F W De Klerk
took the momentous decision finally to repeal its hated apartheid laws. Among the
participants at the WCC event was a white bishop of the Anglican Church in South
Africa, along with several black church leaders from that and neighbouring African
countries. It was coincidental – though fortuitous – that our worship on that night was
focused on the sort of prayer that consists of ‘sighs too deep for words’ (Romans
8:26), in the course of which we all knelt around a tree branch and hammered nails in
not-so-silent worship. There were many tears – of sadness for the atrocities of the
past that had been committed in the name of Christ, but also of forgiveness and joy as
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a white man was embraced by black Africans who had suffered so much. Not
surprisingly, those of us who were white felt blameworthy in some way, even if we
had never been to South Africa or shared the theological or political opinions of its
government. I remember Raymond subsequently reminding us that, notwithstanding
our justifiable sorrow, the relationship between Christendom and the rest of the world
had not all been negative, and we should grow up and stop beating ourselves up all
the time. He pointed to the many positive things that Western adventurers had done
to improve the life of others through selfless service, and highlighted the fact that he
himself owed a great deal to Christians from the Global North who had facilitated his
education and provided him with opportunities that a Chinese person of his generation
might never otherwise have had. Other, more cynical commentators have noted that
Western people are questioning the accomplishments of science and technology (and,
in the name of environmental protection, trying to scale them back) at the very point
when other nations are in a position to take advantage of them, and wondering if this
is not motivated by the same sort of selfishness that we now complain about in the
colonial era. No wonder our entire culture is suffering from a corporate lack of
confidence in its own heritage. It is not my purpose here to whitewash Christendom,
but to point out that – like most things in life – it has been a mixed blessing rather
than an unmitigated disaster in all respects. But neither should we suppose that the
anxiety now experienced throughout the culture is entirely disconnected from the
attitudes of those who have gone before us. In the obituaries section of the final issue
of The Economist for the 20th century, there was just one entry: God! Belief in God, it
suggested, had died because people ‘nationalised God’, ‘reformers privatised him’,
and ‘Christians turned not cheeks but swords against Muslims’, and the result was
‘the cynical, questioning, anti-authoritarian West’.39 This striking claim highlighted
something that seems to me to be of particular importance in relation to a Christian
apologetic, namely that the present loss of confidence (at least as perceived by
ordinary people in the street) is based more on practical concerns than on any great
crisis of philosophical understanding. Theologian Thomas Oden put his finger on
something important when he wrote that
Not some theory but actual modern history is what is killing the ideology of
modernity … While modernity continues blandly to teach us that we are
moving ever upward and onward, the actual history of late modernity is
increasingly brutal, barbarian, and malignant.40
All things are interconnected, of course, and it is because the worldview that failed to
deliver a better experience for the world’s people was ultimately based on a rational
understanding of the universe that rationality itself has come to be questioned as a
reliable basis for making informed choices about human flourishing – including
spirituality. This realization has played a big part in creating an environment in which
it seems reasonable to take seriously ideas that in a previous age would have been
dismissed as primitive and nonsensical. When you add to this our increased
awareness of cultures other than our own, brought about by the expansion of the mass
media and the growth of cheap travel, and then throw in a dash of natural human
curiosity, you have the soil in which new forms of globalized spirituality can take root
and grow.
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For every one who is self-consciously looking for spiritual solutions, though, many
more are just paralysed by fear. The challenges facing young people especially have
been mentioned earlier. Church analysts have adopted more enthusiastically than
other social commentators the language that would identify individuals by reference
to their date of birth. The terminology of Generation X, Y, Millennials, and other
slick labels, would be familiar to most church youth workers today. But the reality in
the lives of young people is more complex than that – not to mention the fact that
some researchers regard these categories as not being age-related at all, but as
representative of a particular way of seeing things and of processing information.
While I was writing this book, I was in a meeting with colleagues at Fuller Seminary
where there was some discussion about the nature of theological education in the 21st
century, and particularly whether the major responsibility for effective learning
should rest with the students or the professors. One faculty member who is in his
forties commented that the educational scene had changed even in the time that had
elapsed since he completed his own graduate education some ten years previously.
He observed that whereas in the past, a graduate school (as distinct from an
undergraduate college) could have expected to enrol only mature adults, his own
experience today was suggesting that maturity is no longer age related, and for many
people adolescence now seems to extend into their thirties.
Others have wondered if, just as the 20th century identified adolescence and teenage
as key stages of life, maybe in the 21st century we will come to regard young
adulthood as a separate stage, with its own challenges and opportunities. Whatever
label we might care to use, it is certainly the case that the anxieties and fears, and the
uncertainties about identity and relationships that the textbooks on developmental
psychology would traditionally have placed in the teenage years, are not hard to find
in people who are significantly older than that. In particular, such young people do
not find it easy to connect either with church or with those forms of ‘alternative’
spirituality that their parents’ generation seems to find so appealing. Their ways of
dealing with the discontinuities of life are more basic, even elemental. In her study of
the lives of young adults, psychologist Jean M Twenge reminds readers that
Being young has not always carried such a high risk of being anxious,
depressed, suicidal, or medicated.41
Older people, and civic authorities, regularly complain about what they regard as the
anti-social behaviour of the young, especially when it manifests itself on the streets
after long nights out in bars and clubs. But we need to ask why so many people
regularly go out at weekends with the specific intention of getting drunk with alcohol
or stoned through drugs. Hedonistic behaviour is not always happy behaviour, but
often masks a deep uncertainty about fundamental questions of human existence. In
lives filled with so much pain, drink or drugs at least offer the prospect of some relief
from the harsh realities of life, even if it is only for a short period. In his book
Penguins, Pain and the Whole Shebang, John Shore recounts his own remarkable
experience of becoming a Christian without any connection with or intervention by
the church. He also offers the perspective of a recent convert on how he imagines
God might see things (the tongue-in-cheek sub-title of the book is Why I do the things
I do, by God). In the course of these musings, he puts his finger on a profound reality
when he comments that ‘… a person without hope is, or always becomes, more
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animal than human’.42 When people in the street (or politicians) behave in what seem
like sub-human ways, it says something significant about our culture, afflicted as it is
by a profound sense of futurelessness, and therefore hopelessness.
Two challenges for Christians stand out in particular. There is a theological question.
Hope is at the heart of the Gospel, and yet no Christian tradition seems to have any
sort of serviceable eschatology for the 21st century world in which we live. Though
they can still find resonances among some Christians, the opinions on this subject that
originated in the millenarian speculations of the late 19th and early 20th centuries are
completely irrelevant to the concerns of the wider population. Yet most of us seem
embarrassed to acknowledge any sort of eschatological dimension of faith, probably
because we really have no idea what to think about it. This is something we need to
work on: what would a meaningful 21st century eschatology consist of? Besides that,
however, there is also a missional question raised here. For if hedonism, with its
accompanying and sometimes destructive indulgences, is the way in which many
people confront and deal with life today, then in one sense that set of behaviours and
rituals actually is their spirituality. What would it mean for that to be transformed and
redeemed? This is not a silly question. As a matter of fact, I made a start on
addressing it in a paper delivered to a conference in Windsor several years ago, and I
have continued to reflect on it ever since.43 It will surface again later in this book, as
it is a key missional question that I believe we need to address in respect of many
different aspects of contemporary culture. If we believe that this is God’s world, and
God is at work in it (the missio Dei), and if we further accept the most obvious
consequence of this belief – that there can be no cultural no-go areas for God – then
that must mean God can be found even, maybe especially, in the midst of all our
struggles to be fully human. At heart, that is a question about relationships – with
God, with the cosmos, with society, and with ourselves. These themes will surface
repeatedly in the chapters that follow.
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