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Chapter 1
Culture

A Personal Perspective

According to Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, my poews bookThe McDonaldization
of the ChurcHcreated quite a stir’ and is ‘must-read matertaklore recently, it
featured on a list as one of the six most influ@riboks on emerging churéhlt is of
course every author’s dream that others will redgortheir work in that way, which
no doubt has something to do with my reasons ferneag to them here. They were
not the only ones, though. Sociologist GeorgedRjtwho first coined the term

! Michael Frost & Alan HirschThe Shape of Things to Come: Innovation and Miskiothe 2f'
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‘McDonaldization’ to describe a certain form of ovationalized life, was another
scholar who warmed to my work and soon includedageks from it in his widely-read
McDonaldization Readetand when the two of us presented a seminar togather
Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, California, hundrégseople turned up to eavesdrop
on our conversations. In the earlier part of g IChristians generally connected me
with the Bible, because they had come across myenhrough books on the Old and
New Testaments that still remain exceedingly papualzhe reading lists of
theological colleges and seminaries right acrossvbrid* But for the 21 century, |
have had to live with the label of McDonaldizatieto such an extent that when |
visited as guest preacher a church where | hadqugly been a member, and then
preached a sermon based on the lectionary reaglirtgd day, the senior minister
expressed some surprise that | was still interast&tripture, and even more taken
aback that | was seeking to integrate it with wiategarded as my new-found
fascination with the social sciences. His percgptf my spiritual pilgrimage was
not quite accurate, however, as my interest irBib& had always been driven by a
concern for its contemporary relevance, even ag &go as when | was a student, as |
shall explain in more detail in chapter 5. Conegrsmy understanding of the
cultural challenges facing the church had alwaysniddtered through the insights of
Scripture and the wider Christian tradition. Thisreao doubt, however, that my
engagement with what | identified as the McDonaltian of the church has had a
more far-reaching impact on my life than ever i@pated, and has opened up many
opportunities for innovative ministry that mightetwise have passed me by. That
was not the first book | had written on the therhelwrch and culturgput it turned
out to be the right book at the right time. Thotigé start of the new millennium was
not marked by any of the apocalyptic crises thdtlgen predicted by the doom-
mongers, the two or three year time frame that @ithe end of the Jcentury and
the start of the Z1did offer an opportunity for us all to reflect amere we have
come from, who we now are, and where we might gbefuture. | was not
consciously thinking of it in those terms at thadj but with hindsight | think that
writing The McDonaldization of the Churéitied that role for me, offering a sort of
mid-life assessment of the church as | had expesit, and my hopes and
aspirations for the future.

By then, | had been actively involved in churcle libr many years, initially in local
contexts, but then from the mid-1980s and throughw1990s | found myself thrust
into the role of a leader in national and interoradil events. For much of that period |
had both chaired and been a member of a numbegrofisant ecumenical

committees in the UK. It was a time of rapid chenas ways of being that had

served our forebears well for centuries were qaesti and, in many cases, discarded.
What was taking place in the wider culture was libtanimpinge on the life of the
church, though it was some time before church leageke up to that reality and
started to engage with its implications. But thasth the vision to see it understood
that structures and procedures that had appargiothg the test of time would no

3 John Drane, ‘The Church and the Iron Cage’, éo@e RitzerMcDonaldizaton: the Reader
(Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press 2002), 151-156%;Dmne, ‘From Creeds to Burgers: religious
control, spiritual search, and the future of theldipin George RitzerMcDonaldization: the Reader
2" ed (Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press 2006), 197-202

* John Dranentroducing the Old TestameBt’ ed (Oxford: Lion 2000tntroducing the New
Testamen2™ ed (Oxford: Lion 1999)tntroducing the BibléMinneapolis: Fortress 2005).

® John DraneFaith in a Changing CulturéLondon: HarperCollins 1997) ar@lltural Change &
Biblical Faith (Carlisle: Paternoster Press 2000).



longer work in the new emerging cultural environtneimdeed, that the whole fabric
of faith was being stretched and tested in a waiywas well beyond the previous
experience of any of us. The idea that Christaatinfmight be challenged, and the
church discredited, was nothing new. From its ptio®, the church faced enemies
who wanted to destroy it. But in the more recastphe attempts to undermine the
church’s credibility had tended to be mostly ofiatellectual nature, focusing on
things like the historical reliability of the Bibr arguments about science and
religion. Though there was by no means one siogieion on an appropriately
Christian response to such questions, church lsdaew how to engage with these
and similar topics, because traditional theologethication had embraced them, often
to such an extent that newly-qualified graduatesmained with some justice that
they knew more about academic opinions on the Bitda they did about the actual
text of scripture itself. But by the end of thé"2fentury, the notion of foundational
wisdom in the inherited philosophical sense waonger regarded as the touchstone
of what might be meaningful and true. That mehatground was shifting in
upheavals of seismic proportions, as the ruleb®fiame were rewritten to
accommodate new ways of seeing things. Ratiorgdggment with what had been
regarded as objective truth was replaced by ret@vas a key criterion by which the
value of anything was now to be judged. Wrestiid increasingly pressurized
lifestyles, and challenged by the near-meltdowtradditional institutional structures,
not to mention a growing awareness of the neesréanhore harmoniously with the
rest of the world, people in the Global North fouhdmselves with neither the time
nor the inclination for the religious pursuits bétr forebear§. To be meaningful —
and therefore worth pursuing — faith had to conneate obviously with the issues of
lifestyle with which we now had to wrestle, andttheeant it had to relate to this life
here and now and not just to some esoteric nofidifean another world.

Faced with this new agenda (and what | have de=ttiiere is only the tip of a very
large cultural iceberg), the churches soon fourdigelves struggling, because the
gap between the culture of the church and the lesgaerience even of its members
was expanding almost on a daily basis. Growinglmmnof young people found
little that spoke to them, and either left the dhuor never connected with it in the
first place. As will be suggested in later chapténere are good reasons for
supposing that their disillusionment was not diseconnected with the Gospel as
such, but rather they were unable to get beyondh#tgutional structures and
systems in which the message had been embodied.ablave move toward the end
of the first decade of the 2tentury, an even more threatening trend has emgeage
middle-aged people find themselves growing wearphefways of congregations to
which they have belonged for much of their livas] &1 many cases these are people
who have hitherto been actively involved eithelagseaders or in full-time

ministry.” Though this is not the whole picture, and theeeadso some more hopeful
signs, the facts still make depressing readingiothing changes, then present
statistical indicators suggest that the Church eilé&& (Anglican) will be
unsustainable by 2020, the United Reformed Chuittdisappear in 2022, the
Church of Scotland by 2033, and the British MetBb@hurch will have zero

® Throughout this book, | have used the term ‘@ldtorth’ to denote Europe, North America,
Australasia, and other industrialized nations thgether form the ‘rich North’ over against the
developing countries of the ‘Global South’. Wheferring to the ideology that informs such
countries, however, | have used the more tradititeren, ‘Western'.
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membership by 203%.By contrast, the situation is very different fre tGlobal South,
and some church leaders are inclined to believientbacan look there to reinvent the
church in other once-Christian cultures. It wobéfoolish to imagine that we have
nothing to learn from the phenomenal growth of@mgistian community in places
like Africa, China, parts of south-east Asia, amdith America — and it is notable that
in most parts of the Global North the only churctieg are growing are those whose
ministry is predominantly among immigrant populagdrom these other parts of the
world. But the reasons for the growth of such chas are very varied, and not all of
them can easily be correlated with the current eorcof the majority population in
the Global North. Spiritual desires are not thy @omponent, and in many parts of
the world other factors such as increased literdneybirth rate, and globalization are
all playing a part in the growth of the church, amdome cases may be more
significant than religious faith in and of itself.he rapid movement of people driven
by war and economic migration has brought non-ti@ual forms of Christian
devotion into many cities in Europe, North Ameriaad Australasia. But the growth
of such congregations will not make a significaiffedence to the overall fate of the
church in these places. Wherever we look, itésstime scenario, albeit with regional
variations. The contours of the landscape areudifit in the USA, where church
membership can still call forth some degree ofacapproval (and where the diversity
of Christian denominations has always been fartgréhan in Europe), though even
there the future is much less secure than it |daka the outside, especially among
the mainline denominations. Regular attendanéaradrican churches has
conventionally been placed at around 60% of theufadion, but the outlook is far
less certain than that sort of statistic might ®sg There are various reasons for this.
One factor that is more important than it mightrsee the way that church attendance
in the US has traditionally been counted, througimion polls rather than by the use
of hard statistical evidence. In the sort of religly observant culture that the US
still is, when people are asked if they have beeshtirch on the previous Sunday,
they are more likely to say yes than no, which itably tends to distort the real
picture. In those cases where more exact measatsmichurch membership and
attendance have been gathered, the American figure out to be nearer 20% than
60%, though with enormous variations from one siatnother. Research conducted
early in 2007 showed that roughly 100 million Ancans, or about 34% of the
population, have no connection with any churchlat &hat is still way better than
the figures for any other country in the Global thdiincluding neighbouring
Canada), but it hardly means that American churchagest on their laurels. By
definition, a free market enterprise culture doesamncourage even short-term
loyalty, and recent research has documented theigggopularity of new forms of
faith activity among American Christians (thingselihome churches, marketplace
ministries, and cyberchurch), with one commentptedicting that even those who
are committed to regular prayer, Bible reading sidtual direction will in future be
doing so without any formal connection with congréégnal life’® Moreover, the
diversity is not limited to pragmatic considerapbut extends to significant, and

8 These calculations are based on figures presémtie annual seriesl KCH Religious Trendsed
Peter Brierley (London: Christian Research). Sse lattp://www.christian-research.org.uk/intro.htm
° http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnatépthrrowPreview&BarnaUpdate|D=267
19 George BarnaRevolution(Ventura CA: Barna Research 2005).



maybe incompatible, understandings of the natugaaf and God'’s relationship to
the world and its peoplfg.

In reflecting on the reasons for all this, theren$y one absolutely indisputable fact,
and that is that there is no single or simple exgi@n that can be given. Such
serious decline in an institution that has defitredWestern world since the days of
the Roman emperor Constantine (AD 280-337) hasoie about overnight, nor is it
likely that, being in the midst of it as we areyame of us now living will be able to
discern all the details of the big cultural pictufehere is no doubt that in the second
half of the 28 century the processes identified as McDonaldinapiayed a
significant part, as people who felt oppressedigyaver-rationalization of the
workplace sought a space of renewal, only to firat the churches offered the same
sort of homogenized and rigidly structured cultilvat they were trying to escape, and
as a consequence many headed off in the directiso-called ‘alternative’
spiritualities and therapies in the search for peaswholenes¥’ It is impossible to
exaggerate the part played in church decline byo$e of confidence in the church
among those who are self-consciously searchingditual meaning and purpose in
life.

| have argued elsewhere that, though the categorigleDonaldization offer us an
exceedingly useful tool for understanding the pradhent in which the church now
finds itself, the attitudes and mindsets that uphesuch over-rationalized ways of
being are not actually a ®@entury invention, but can be traced in embrydoim
back through the history of Christendom and ulthato the Roman empiré. If

there is any truth in that claim, then we havedmi that a McDonaldized form of
church seems to have been pretty successful @tifeeerms of numbers and
influence) for a very long time. To use missiot@dijargon, that form of church was
clearly well contextualized in a highly rationakizsociety — though whether it was
also an authentic contextualization of the Gospalow widely regarded as a matter
of opinion. Making such value judgments on the maalways easy with the benefit
of hindsight, but whatever we think of our Christi@rebears there can be no
guestion that one of the reasons the church hagbit hard times now is because the
culture has changed in such a way that we ardgdé=snt of rationalized structures,
at least in those areas of life where we can esemur own free choice. At the same
time, we have a cultural ambivalence about all @&l we both love and hate
McDonaldization. We deplore it in terms of our énrand private personal lives
while at the same time accepting it as an unavéedederyday reality in the
workplace and in civic life. Even there, thoudtere is a widespread recognition that
we should be trying to give a more human face ¢osthuctures created by
McDonaldized thinking, but paradoxically we genbr&hckle even that through the
development of yet more rationalized systems! Heen those aspects of life

1 See Baylor Institute for Studies of Religidtmerican Piety in the 21Century: New insights to the
depth and complexity of religion in the (Maco TX: Baylor University 2006). Available forele
download at www.baylor.edu/content/services/documap/33304.pdf

2 The categories to which | refer are efficienzgiculability, predictability and control, as idiied

by George RitzefThe McDonaldization of Socieffhousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press 1993). Though I
make several references to this in relation to dhlife in this book, | am not providing a summaify

my thinking on this theme as it has been articdlaw®re comprehensively ithe McDonaldization of

the Church(London: Darton Longman & Todd 2000).
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where we do not need to be submissive to suchaistis, we tend to make different
choices - and that includes church (indeed, raligjioelief more widely), for reasons
that are again not hard to identify. There is mieche said in favour of the
Reformation insistence that Christian belief iseesislly a personal matter between
an individual and God, but equally there can beloabt that (notwithstanding the
efforts of Calvin and others to encourage a coteadanension to faith) what is
personal has easily transformed itself into sometprivate in a way that, in a
consumerist culture, means it is relegated tosateiactivity for those who happen to
be interested in such things. Not only has tidstéea marginalization of faith as
being the concern only of a particular interesugrdout it has also helped to create an
environment in which people find themselves botlstifigd and threatened by other
religious traditions that take it for granted tFaith ought to be a holistic matter that
infuses and informs every aspect of life. Onehefitonies of current political moves
to create an inclusive society in which all faittas flourish is that the underlying
secular agenda of the political chattering classssimes that all cultures are
provisional and relative, and therefore equallymportant and meaningless. It is an
easy matter to appear to accept everything ifatliselative and of no ultimate
consequence, and it should surprise no-one thatfgresentatives of faiths such as
Islam, which do still have a holistic view of lifshould be suspicious of this sort of
‘openness’ as being just another example of a hgmkiestern culture seeking to
colonize the rest of the world through the relaiiv of all truth claimg?

Thetriumph of pragmatism

In recent years, Christians have expended an ensrarmount of energy in the effort
to engage with all this. The most common apprdeshbeen to try and understand
the question from an intellectual, philosophicajlanby identifying and analyzing
the worldview that has come to dominate in the @dborth. Tackling the matter in
this way itself raises some interesting questidrwiaithe church and its predicament.
It suggests that we believe that this culture distinas a coherent worldview
comparable with the foundational certainties ofghset; and it also implies that there
is some underlying set of such principles thateland inform the multifarious ways
in which we now seek to live the good life. Neitloéthese assumptions can be
accepted without more reflection. The averagequens the street may not have been
able to articulate it very precisely, but for geatemns our forebears took it for granted
that there was an overarching structure and rdttgrta life, all of it grounded in big
ideas about ultimate reality and the ways in whit reality could be understood
and reflected upon. The worldview of modernity wharacterized by this sort of
rational certainty, and its practical outcomes wasgle possible through scientific
and technological progress. This way of lookingfatis often characterized as the
outcome of ‘the Enlightenment’, and it is regulaslgmed for most of the cultural
woes that we are wrestling with today. Even popcédebrities get in on the act.
British TV chef Hugh Fearnley-WhittingstallRiver Cottage Meat Boadpens with a
whole chapter on the philosophy of food, tracingatmine author believes to be our
unhealthy attitudes back to the influence of Rerédartes (1596-1650) and his
successors’ Christians are no different, and in the searctafoinstant scapegoat,
have often been inclined to blame ‘the Enlightentrfen all the church’s problems.

14 Cf Ziauddin SardaRostmodernism and the Othgrondon: Pluto Press 1998).
5 Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstallhe River Cottage Meat Bogkondon: Hodder & Stoughton 2004),
12-19.



Actually, the concept of ‘the Enlightenment’ isallisa problematic and contested
category, and at the very least it is not as saitained as the use of that single word
implies. In many ways, it was simply an outworkisfgconcepts that had been there
all along in ancient Greek philosophy and Romamymatism. But by apportioning
all the blame to that intellectual movement whiatept through Europe in the "7

and 18 centuries, we have also shielded ourselves frenutitomfortable possibility
that the values represented by that terminologyhtragtually be deeply rooted within
the historic Christian tradition itself.

This is not the place to take a detour into thedgbténment and its history. However
we perceive it, the highly differentiated socialsture that it produced is still
familiar to most of us, if only by hearsay from yi@is generations of our own
families. Its quintessential heyday, at least Briéish context, was the Victorian and
Edwardian eras (roughly mid-f@entury to the time of World War 1), when
everyone and everything (including God and the dhunad a place, and everyone
knew what their place was. Today, that kind ofistychas gone. When | first wrote
that last sentence, | put the word ‘forever’ atehe of it. But nothing lasts forever,
and history has a habit of repeating itself. Hti$east possible that Western people,
faced with a culture that is becoming ever morenmmggess almost on a daily basis,
and struggling with the personal anxieties whiclt thduces, may yet choose to
revert to a worldview of certainties in the formsafime kind of spiritual pathway that
makes strident lifestyle demands on its followers.

As things are today, however, | am not at all cooged that most people in the Global
North have any sort of coherent worldview, andl#o& of any meaningful frame of
reference within which to understand ourselveshentorld is one of the biggest
challenges we face if our civilization is not toglode on itself. The popular pundits,
of course, insist that we are now living in a ‘postdern’ world. Christians, even
more than others, seem to have caught onto thisofvgyeaking — as if having the
right words with which to describe the culture veiimehow ensure that we know
how to live effectively within it. But just attacig a label to it does not by itself offer
a sufficient explanation of what is going on. hyaase, the terminology itself is
ambiguous, and quite apart from discussions albeutdality that it may be intended
to signify, a baffling array of different words acarrently in vogue: postmodernism
(or post-modernism), postmodernity (also sometimiéis a hyphen), post-Christian,
secular, post-secular, late modernity, liquid madgy post-Christendom, and many
others. Those who use these terms do not alwdysedbBem carefully, and in some
cases | suspect that people use them without havuay idea of what they mean.
This evident lack of clarity is one reason why wglat to regard these nostrums with
a degree of scepticism. The more likely realitthist we have no idea what is going
on in the culture. At the same time, having algingprd can be helpful, just so long
as we realize that any term we adopt is going tatheest provisional, and quite
possibly misleading or inaccurate. For simpligtgake, | still use this language,
though my preference is to speak of post-modemiiyy a hyphen, which is intended
to indicate that this is not a precise definitiosti less a ‘worldview’ — but rather is a
shorthand way of referring to the chaos into whiihgs descended once the
previous worldview of modernity began to be questtand rejected. Martyn Percy
grasps the reality of this when he observes thattewler post-modernity is, it is ‘not a
systematic philosophical system; it is more of athand a socio-cultural forcé.

16 Martyn PercyEngaging with Contemporary Cultu(Aldershot: Ashgate 2005), 6.



Future generations will be better placed than wigcern whether post-modernity
turns out to be anything more substantial than thaugh on the basis of all the
available evidence right now it strikes me as ellikhat either ‘post-modernity’ or
any of the other terms in common use represensartyof coherent worldview in the
sense with which past generations would have used/brd. | suspect that our
concern about terminology at this point is a smokeen that enables us to conceal
our much deeper fear of what is unknown. By pgtardabel on whatever is going
on, we can convince ourselves that we know what @nd behind that is the thought
that if we are able to name it correctly, we miglso be able to control it.
Unfortunately this is just wishful thinking, and \tern 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 (toausaditional word) irrational. But
both the source and the nature of today’s ratipnate different from that of previous
generations. One reason why it is so difficulyéd a handle on the deeply-held
values of contemporary Western culture is thatthg in which culture is formed has
itself undergone a radical change, even sincettireaf the 21 century. For a
thousand years and more, cultural norms in a rdbreal society were established by
the agenda that was set by philosophers, politczard generals (who were often the
same people), and everyone else simply accepteddbas. If ordinary people held
different opinions, they had no significant forumwhich to express them. The rise
of democracy was an attempt to address this, bpgeveryone a voice, but even
here the agenda was limited to whatever was om fsien the intellectual and
political establishment of the day, because denticothoice never offers complete
freedom but only the opportunity to choose betw&bkatever alternatives are made
available. Over the last forty years or so, thexe been a gradual shift of awareness
in relation to the nature of personal freedom,tbatdevelopment of the internet and
the worldwide web has, within the last decade,elitiérally given a voice to
everyone with access to a computer. Not only Hdeg sites, bulletin boards and
other forms of digital dialogue given a voice tosk who would otherwise never be
heard, but the entire phenomenon has become aafansubverting the existing
systems. It can be argued that this has merehteniea different sort of élite,
depending now not on accidents of birth, inherigaroe education, but on ownership
of or access to a computer and the internet. Véhethnot that is true, it is certainly
the case that these new media have given a plattoengreater number of ordinary
people than ever before, and opinions on signifitéestyle issues are no longer
handed down from those who are supposed to knawgrbeunore likely to be aired
first among ordinary people, and then politiciand athers begin to take notice. This
new reality does not prevent some academics framtireong to behave as if they
were still the trend-setters, but that attitude waw only be sustained by a resolutely
head-in-the-sand approach that deliberately disecisritself from the feelings and
opinions of the wider populatio.

In relation to the church’s future, then, it sedmme that the reality with which we
should be engaging is more about lifestyles andguex perspectives than about
anything we might call a ‘worldview’. Or, let mamress it in a different way that
redefines ‘worldview’: what if our everyday life dexperience actuallg our
worldview? What happens if we prioritize experiemver and above reason? The
traditional answer offered by a modernist mindsetid be that we are on a slippery

17 Cf Peter L Berger (ed};he Desecularization of the Woi{Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 1999).



slope indeed, because the authenticity of expegienald never be taken for granted
but was always to be tested by reference to thersaof rationality. That is actually
an unnecessary dichotomy, especially in a Chridteme of reference, because both
experience and rationality are intrinsic partshaf human psyche, which in a Biblical
frame of reference is itself ‘made in the imag&od’ (Genesis 1:27). In any case,
few people are all experience and no reason. Aremmon way of processing
life’s reality is to reflect on the meaning of wheppens, asking questions about the
way in which disparate experiences connect togethiedeed they do. Though that
process transgresses the philosophical norms gfasie | suspect that most people
have always understood life in this way, and thig c@ason we fail to recognize it is
because those voices from the past that we knowt&ne not the voices of ordinary
individuals, but of élites of various kind%.We will return in a later chapter to this
theme of how we process reality, because it seemmetto be of considerable
importance in relation to understanding how we righappropriately Christian in
today’s world. For now, though, we can use itxplere the question of what is
going on in the culture.

New experiences, new questions

Until relatively recently, cultural analysts havengrally eschewed popular (or folk)
culture as a way of truly understanding what isxgain in society? But if we
emphasize the primacy of high culture (by whichelam the preferences of the
intellectual chattering classes), we are likelynigs some of the most significant
movements of our time — especially when viewed feo@hristian perspective, which
ought to prioritize what is personal and relatiooaér and above what is abstract and
analytical. Approaching the subject from this angle can identify four significant
experiences that people have to deal with in exaryife, that are formative in
relation to personal attitudes, and which Chrigtianght therefore to be taking
seriously. First of all is the fact that everydifg presents us with the realization that
nothing seems to work the way it once ditlam reminded of this every morning in
life when | get out of bed and make breakfast, beedhe experience is totally
different from anything that my own grandparentslddave imagined (or, for that
matter, my parents in their earlier years). | msa room that, no matter what the
season or the outside temperature, is likely tatteecomfortable temperature,
whereas my grandparents never had any sort obaditioning system (whether
heating or cooling) in their entire lives, and ifig, as they did, in a generally cold
climate) could only have imagined what a warm haugght feel like. Beyond that,

if they were to come into my kitchen today, theyhtias well be on another planet,
because | doubt that they would know how to cattyamy of the simple operations
involved in something as straightforward as makirepkfast. The food itself has
changed remarkably little, but the way it is nowgmared might require the use of a
microwave oven — and even something as simpletisg®ater at the kitchen sink
works in a different way than in my grandparentse: they had functional taps
with a knob to be turned, whereas mine has a féaayet with a handle to lift. The
idea that | might watch breakfast TV, and thateleztric kettle will turn itself off as

it boils, or that a machine would make the coffdelevl take a shower, would
likewise be beyond anything they could have imadjiravhile the idea that | might

18 For an application of the consequences of thteé way we do theology, see Jeff Astl€ydinary
Theology(Aldershot: Ashgate 2002).
19 Cf Gordon Lynchynderstanding Theology and Popular Cult@xford: Blackwell 2005), 1-19.



simultaneously be exchanging email messages wéhds or receiving on a cell-
phone pictures of what others are doing on therdtiole of the world would only ever
have been in the realms of unimaginable scientietic The same would be true of
almost any household activity, including cleanimgl é&aundry. However, we do not
need to go back a couple of generations to appeetties. | got my first computer in
the early 1990s, and it seemed like a miracleatithe. But by comparison with
today’s machines it was huge, slow, and difficaluse, because even a word
processing program required the memorization ohtless keystrokes in order to
make anything happen. Its entire capacity wasthess 1% of what | now have on a
memory card that is the same size as a small postagp.

In a world of such rapid change, in which the paicehange itself is speeding up all
the time, it is not only transient operations sastheating, cooking, or computing that
no longer work according to old paradigms. Lielf — the way we live it as well as
the way we understand it — has changed, and castittudo so. If a computer that
was state-of-the-art fifteen years ago is now aaumspiece, how can we expect
anything else to be long lasting? In particulanywshould anyone imagine that the
answers of our grandparents’ generation to the pra$dund questions about the
meaning of life should still make sense today, whenquestions are so different? In
most cultures of the Global South the wisdom oktolgeople is still generally valued,
but in a society where relationships themselvesrareasingly fragmented we are
less likely to embrace the truth that inspired esenown immediate forebears. In
this context, the church is perceived as just oneerthing that — whatever its
usefulness to previous generations — is now welltauly past its sell-by date,
‘something between a hobby with too many rulesatatalitarian regime®

Anglican researcher George Lings is not being @linlaut merely telling it how it is,
when he writes that for many people

Church is what some others do. It is noticed sadltheir terms, not only
as an alien and expensive building that | woul&nw what to do in,
worse, it is occupied by people | wouldn’t be sdead with?*

A second significant experience for people todahésgrowing realization thahe
way Western people have lived is not the only gassivay to benor is it the only
one that looks as if it might lead to a fulfilledcameaningful life. A couple of
generations ago, faiths other than ChristianityeAmyond the experience of most
people in the Global North, whereas today theyoaralmost everyone’s doorstep.
But this is only one aspect of the diversity thatmow experience in everyday life.
Within the Christian church itself, there is an agveess that there are many different
ways of worshipping, and of doing theology. Thserof Pentecostalism, growing
from literally nothing at the beginning of the"™6entury to be one of the major
strands of the world church today, is just one espithat?’ And within the wider
culture, the nature of leadership has changedymigtin the fact that women now
share it with men, but in the realization that Exatip itself need not be defined by
reference to the sort of hierarchical models irtedrirom the past. All these factors
have fed into the rise of New Spirituality, whichthe term | now prefer for what

2 Martyn PercyEngaging with Contemporary Cultut@ldershot: Ashgate 2005), 29.
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22 Cf Harvey CoxFire from Heaven: the rise of Pentecostal spirittyaind the reshaping of religion
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would previously have been labeled ‘New Age’. Ttiadal religions tend to be led
by recognized authorities who exercise control dkierbeliefs and behaviour of their
followers, and the same is generally true for Nesligdkous Movements (by which |
mean organizationally structured groups such asn&aogy, the Unification Church,
and so onf? But New Spirituality creates a space for us@txplore our own
pathway, and assumes that — especially in spintadters — there can be no experts
who know it all, only pilgrims who can share whia¢y have learned in the course of
their own journey through life.

The third notable feature of everyday post-modgrstiéms directly from that, ithe
frequently expressed desire to be ‘spiritual’ rathtban religious. The reasons why
this has come about are complex and conté8ted, the phenomenon cannot be
ignored in relation to what it might now mean toQristian. An ethnographic study
over an extended period of the spiritual and religilife of Kendal, a small town on
the fringe of the English Lake District, demonstthhot only the reality of this shift,
but also suggested that the rising interest in wetuthors of that report called ‘the
holistic milieu’ could be paralleled by a corresdorg decline in adherence to the
‘congregational domain’ offered in the local chuesf? Twenty years ago, Shirley
Maclaine intuited the same conclusion, when shieneld that “Your religions teach
religion — not spirituality®® It is certainly the case that, at the same timtha UK
churches (of all denominations) have experiencgeifstant decline, there has been a
measurable growth in the popularity of new formgxyeriential spirituality, whether
that be through the study of the sort of arcantstpapularized by Dan Brown’s
novel, The DaVinci Codé’ or by experimenting with techniques to enhancstspi
awareness, or buying into so-called ‘complementaryalternative’ healing therapies
and so on. Moreover, a much publicized researcfe@rcarried out by David Hay
and Kate Hunt at the turn of the millennium revdaleat such spiritual experience is
apparently not restricted to those with an ovathfeommitment, but is widespread
within sections of the population that think oftigelves as ‘seculaf®. George

Ritzer succinctly expressed one of the reasonswéhgre so concerned to find that
special experience which will make sense of life:

Human beings, equipped with a wide array of skifid abilities, are asked to
perform a limited number of highly simplified taséger and over ... [are]
forced to deny their humanity and act in a robké-lnannef?

When | first came across that statement, | realikadit could be applied as easily to
church life as to any of the other rationalizedays with which we struggle in

% For discussions of this phenomenon, see (fr@&hristian perspective) John A Saliba,
Understanding New Religious Movemefitsndon: Geoffrey Chapman 1995) and (from a sogjicial
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(London: Routledge 1999), Stephen J Héditernative Religions: a sociological introduction
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everyday life, which is why | then wrote a book abi. | will suggest in a later
chapter that the church is not really as ‘unspafitas some people claim, and that the
real problem is that we tend to operate with lighitefinitions of what ‘spirituality’
might entail. In the process of doing so, we tasilg exclude whole areas of life that
others would regard as the entry point for theits@l search — hence the widely held
perception among those people who ponder suchghihgt Christians are ‘not
spiritual’. There is a mission issue here, foreguthose individuals who already
believe that something ‘spiritual’ is important ®wholesome life are more likely to
be interested in the Gospel than those who are ed@theists or agnostics, which
means that our ability to reach these people Wal @ key role in sustaining the
church of the futuré®

A fourth characteristic of everyday life — and dhat is growing in importance all the
time — isa consciousness that we live in fearful timeMartin Rees is no
scaremongering fundamentalist (he is the AstrondRugral, and a professor at the
University of Cambridge), but in his bo@ur Final Centuryhe paints a bleak
picture:

| think the odds are no better than fifty-fifty thaur present civilisation
on Earth will survive to the end of the presenttagn... What happens
here on Earth, in this century, could conceivabakethe difference
between a near eternity filled with ever more caw@nd subtle forms of
life and one filled with nothing but base mattér.

The book makes depressing reading, as he listisealossible ways in which the
ultimate doomsday scenario might be played oupfalthich are far more scary than
they might otherwise seem, because they involvedmuenror rather than deliberate
actions on the part of either governments or cratsin Nevertheless, the presence of
indiscriminate killers on the streets of citiesward the world is reminding us of the
fragility of human existence. Then even beyondessof personal safety, there are
big questions about the future of the planet its&fiough some still question the
reality of global warming, all the signs are thatething is happening to the climate
as seasons change in ways that could hardly harefdredicted a generation ago.
Politicians right across the world now recognizat thwe continue to ignore this
issue there could be a catastrophic collapse ofltiteal economy within a couple of
generations, not to mention increasingly hostilgsptal conditions facing us on a
daily basis. When we add to this mixture the bangeg population growth in some
parts of the world, then it is no wonder that maegple are seeing this as the
heralding of global chaos. Contrary to some pappdgsiceptions, it is younger people
who find themselves most affected by this. Amoagpde in their twenties today the
level of depression is ten times greater thantfosé born before 1915, even though
that generation lived through multiple major trasm&omething like 20% of all
teens and twenty-somethings may be suffering frepreksion, though some
researchers put the figure as high as 50%. Tlparapt rise may be due in part to a
higher level of reporting of mental illness, thought is unlikely to explain it all, and
in any case the statistics only include depresiahis medically diagnosed and
treated. Over and above that, many people jushieserable. Even younger
children are affected, with measurable anxietyllaenong ‘normal’ schoolchildren

%0 For more on this, sd@o Christians know how to be Spiritusd®-120.
31 Martin ReesQur Final Century(London: Heinemann 2003, 8.



now higher than those found in child psychiatritigrats in the 1980%. This
widespread — and growing — sense of fearfulneasigger challenge than many
Christians appreciate, not only because it is withelieved that Christianity has
played a significant part in stirring up inter-ggius strife and promoting
environmental carelessness, but also because wers#d¢o have any meaningful
eschatology that can speak into the situation. tV&ken Roxburgh and Fred
Romanuk say about local churches applies just afhirfiinot more) on a grander
theological scale:

the most important currency a congregation hapeéndis hope ... In many
congregations the hope account is low and the andlsmf hope are getting
bare®

The reimagination of a relevant Biblical eschatglsbould be a top priority for
today’s Christians. For the whole of human histding earth itself has been the one
thing that could be relied upon to be stable innthést of changing philosophical and
political understandings. Now even that underlyeegainty is being challenged, is it
any wonder that people are questioning almost &viey else?

Historical Perspectives

It is easy enough to identify how people experigiheecultural change that is now
going on. But is there a bigger picture that miggip to put it in context, and identify
some of the reasons for our present anxietiesdve hlready indicated that | think
framing this as a modern/post-modern disjunctioy nt be the most useful way of
expressing this, if only because the diversityeoitinology within that conversation
IS now so great that it is not easy to find a whgpeaking of it that will command a
wide consensus. Yet whatever label we attach tw#one will deny that life today is
quite different than it was in the past.

In his bookA Whole New MindDaniel H Pink proposes an alternative way of logkin
at cultural change, which I believe offers someantgnt insights into the challenges
now facing the church. In common with other cudtwanalysts, he identifies three
ages through which Western culture has evolvec-agmnicultural age, the industrial
age, and the information age, but then adds alfaumé which he believes we are now
entering — the conceptual age. Though his focos ithe culture of the Global North,
which he treats in a linear fashion as having matentessively through these
various stages, the taxonomy can — with qualifoceti— be used to illuminate trends
in countries throughout the world. In reality,aafurse, cultural change has never
proceeded in a narrowly linear fashion. Moreotee, notion of a single entity that
can be labelled ‘Western culture’ is itself an agumius category. Within any given
country, there is not one culture, but many, amdemay even be different cultures
existing side by side in close geographical proiirto one another. Rural
Pennsylvania offers a striking example of this, rehtbe Amish and their primitive
lifestyle that is devoid of anything that might omet them to the wider world exists
side-by-side with all the sophistications of conp@mary consumerism. Even beyond
such specific cultural enclaves, a country the sfazbe USA encompasses many

32 For the statistics on all this, see Jean M TweGgameration MgNew York: Free Press 2006), 105-
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different cultures, and depending on where you |dtodan be an agricultural, and
industrial, and an information economy all at taee time. The same thing is true in
Britain, while parts of the Global South are expeding in this generation the sort of
cultural shifts that took place over centurieshie Global North. With these
gualifications, though, Pink’s taxonomy still oféea useful reflective tool.

TheAgricultural Age refers to the sort of rural economy that may udtiety be traced
back to our most primitive hunter-gatherer anceastdirwas (and is) a world in which
people live in harmony with nature, if only becattse cycle of the seasons, and the
amount of daylight there may be at given timedhefyear, determines the pattern of
life that is both possible and appropriate. Thotigire may well be feudal overtones,
this way of life (especially in farming as distirfodbm, say, fishing) has generally
been an egalitarian one, if only because the wadeis also usually the home.
There is something for everyone to do, and whiggghmay be some social
differentiation in terms of who does what, thera isreative and worthwhile role for
each member of the family, including children. Tthea that certain individuals will
‘go to work’ to support the others makes no serese,Hor each person’s skills
(whatever they might be) are valued as an impodantribution to the economic
wellbeing of the family unit. Along with this thehas generally been a wider sense
of community, as people engaged in the same sovbK lived alongside one
another, worked together, and therefore formedrabbonds of friendship. In this
sort of cultural context, worship was part of ewlay life and reflected an already-
existing sense of community. It is still perfegblgssible to find places where this is
the case, in places as far removed from one anatherral New England and the
Highlands of Scotland, and with many points in ew. Here, where people live
and work alongside each other every day, what hapimechurch on Sundays serves
to bless this shared life, indeed it is in thisetyyy cultural context that what we now
recognize as a service of worship had its origihsvorks for people who already
know one another. They do not need to interachurch, because they spend the rest
of the week doing that, and such congregationdediercely resistant to practices
that urban churches may regard as essential, susiaging meals in the church, or
even having a cup of coffee together after a servieut when churches in a different
cultural environment try to operate by replicatthgse same patterns of worship, they
soon find themselves faced with big challenges.

Thelndustrial Age, which in Britain dates back to the early™@&ntury, saw

lifestyles become disconnected from the rhythmhefmatural world and reorganized
around the working hours dictated by industrialiatshange that was facilitated by
one of the early products of the industrial revioluit namely the manufacture of gas
from coal and the consequent invention of artifitghting. But this change was
merely cosmetic when compared with the more exteraterations in human
relationships that were brought about by the dgrakmnt of industrial processes. The
industrial revolution was driven by coal and irarhich by definition was centred in
mines and factories, and which in turn valued ptglsstrength over and above other
skills. This inevitably established a priority forale workers, and in the process
marginalized the things that women might otherviaee contributed, while the mass
produced output of the factories required (andetoee helped to create) a new breed
of consumers who would purchase the products.edalsbf an economy based on
skill (which therefore valued everyone), societyvex to an economy based on
money (which inevitably prioritized those who wamnea position to make it). Out of



this emerged a situation in which it would soomse®rmal that men should be
workers and producers, and women should be homesakd consumers. So the
industrial nuclear family came to birth, along wittore privatized lifestyles as
families migrated to urban centres where they knevone else and were left to
create their own spaces within which the familyldaurvive in a place with no
inherited sense of community. This was not thele/picture, of course, for many
women (and even children) from impoverished circiamses ended up working in
mines and factories. Nor were all industrialidtedto the importance of sustaining
community, and some of them built model villagessen entire towns or cities —
around their factories. But as a generalizatibe,imdustrial age and its associated
urbanization led to the demise of more traditiomays of being. Worship in this
context often became a political issue, as workiher adopted, or reacted against,
the religious preferences of the factory ownerkisTvas the context in which (in
Britain at least) the nature of Christian worshggan to be redefined in different
ways, as new forms of church emerged, representstl motably by Methodists,
Congregationalists, and Baptists, but also inclgdither smaller groups, all of them
offering a way of being church that met the needsi€¢ational as well as more
narrowly religious) of those who might otherwisev@deen disadvantaged.

The Industrial Age survived in the West for 200rgeand more, but by the late 1980s
was being displaced by theformation Age. The invention of the computer, and
then subsequently the evolution of the worldwiddweeated a 24/7 workplace that
paid no attention to the artificial construct ofowking hours’, still less to the cycles
of nature. In this world, work could be whereveromputer was connected to a
phone line. The skills required by heavy industoyv looked like something from
the age of the dinosaurs, for knowledge and mexgisity became the key to the
future. Physical mobility suddenly took on a whoav meaning, and the population
movements of this period rivalled the move to tities of the industrial age. By now
the traditional family structures were in a stateisintegration, which made mobility
a lot easier than before, because moving away &cet of fragmented relationships
can generally be regarded as a gain rather thassa [This was the generation when
friends became the new family — and a whole ho3t\oprogrammes came to birth
around that theme. Within this context, regulaoimement in any sort of religious
institution was becoming less common, but insogawarship still featured in
people’s lives it became very much a matter of geaspreference. This was partly
due to the increased mobility of the age, and #pdosion of choice that came about
once people were prepared to travel some distange to church. Obligation was
replaced by consumerism, and rules and regulati@ns pushed aside in favour of a
concern for the personal wellbeing of the individwarshipper. This shift can easily
be documented by looking at hymns and Christiagsdmat were written at the time,
especially those originating from within an evamngglcontext, many of which have
very little to say about God but a great deal opkasis on an individual’s quality of
life, both interior and exterior. Some churchedized that in a consumer culture, the
church is in competition with other things for ashof people’s time, and took steps
to market themselves. But most did not, becausgdlsumed that the social
conditions of the agricultural or industrial agé# prevailed and people would still
exhibit a natural allegiance to the church of tiieiebears. The shift that took place
at this time, from consumption of goods to the cmmgtion of experiences, is one that
most churches have still not understood, even thdalig at the heart of the apparent
popularity of ‘alternative’ spirituality and the wesponding lack of appeal of the



traditional church. Churches have tended to disithis by blaming the ideological
construct of ‘secularization’, as if that alone explain why Christians are struggling
in the marketplace of spirituality, which oughtite their natural habitat. As a result,
not only do Christians often miss the fact thattdarization’ is another dubious
category that is now being seriously questioneddiyie of the same social scientists
who originally proposed i but they also miss a key question in relatiorh&rtown
missional prospects in this situation. For thera considerable body of evidence
from many countries suggesting that the reasondarparticipation in the life of the
church is not intrinsically related to beliefs efigious experience — or secularization
— but is rooted in the institutionalized naturdhad church, which has become
disconnected from the realities of people’s liv@such an extent that the Gospel
itself looks like a foreign product, packaged imsoalien environment to meet the
needs of a society that is quite different from twia know and experience.
Australian Robert Gallagher offers wise advice viiih admonition that

Too many churches do not include essential culttoaterns in their
Christian faith. Church life ... must be groundedhia experiences, attitudes,
and reflection of its people if they are going mheace the church.

Not only may the polarization implied by languabattcontrasts the religious and the
secular be less than the whole story: it may nqidyeof the real story at all. |
remember at the turn of the millennium readinglibek, The Experience Economy
by Harvard business professors B Joseph Pine &slaht&ilmore, in which they
offered would-be entrepreneurs advice as to whatsdusiness might thrive and
make the most money in the*2dentury. They suggest that in a consumerist @iltu
people are looking for

experiences to learn and grow, develop and improesd and reform ...
[such] transformations turn aspirants into a “nea’y with ...ethical,
philosophical, and religious implications ... We g&ople seeking spiritual
growth outside the bounds of their local, tradigéibplace of worship.3®

At the time, this struck me as a great descripbibtne business that the church is
supposed to be in. Yet at the time very few chileelers could see the possibilities,
which no doubt partly explains the frequently-vaigeterest among key sections of
the non-church community in being ‘spiritual’ budtrreligious’. It is certainly more
than merely ironic that the authorsTdie Experience Econonayso directed readers
to the model that they felt would best serve thal@ishment of such enterprises —
and found it in the New Testament concept of digrece as the ultimate
transformational tool for people seeking truly{&ahancing experiencés!

By comparison with what the Global North is now esencing, the lifestyles and
challenges of these three cultural paradigms aléapto be deceptively simple and
straightforward. Agriculture, of course, still stg, but Britain is no longer able to
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produce enough food to feed its population, anah ée US imports significant
guantities of foodstuffs from other parts of therido Industrial work still exists in
pockets, though the heavy industries such as cmahgnand steel making have
almost completely disappeared as large-scale apesatThe jobs have all gone east,
to India, China, and other parts of Asia, and thersgineering factories that are left
now depend on importing their materials. Morecvand surprisingly — information
technology seems to have peaked, and many jolbairséctor have also been
exported, mostly to the same countries as heawsingl The specific details of how
this is happening vary from one country to anotbat,these trends are widespread in
the countries of the Global North. Daniel Pinkis#his time theConceptual Age

This reconfiguration of society is painful for mamgpecially those whose
employment disappears. But it also comes at awihnen Western people have never
been better off than they are now. Being a midios has become so common that
no-one bothers to count them any more. Even tiwbgeare not quite so well off are
still much richer than the generations that immiatiygoreceded us. One of the major
growth industries of the last ten years has beeibtliding of self-storage facilities,
where individuals can rent space to store stuffMoich they have no immediate use,
but which they do not wish to dispose of. We hswenany possessions that the
number of rooms in the average house is double iviats in my grandparents’ day
—and that at a time when more homes than evercaigied by only one person!

This might all sound like the Promised Land, andhemy of the world’s people that
is just what the Global North is. Why else woubdnsany of them be so desperate to
settle in these countries, often risking theitalgjain entry by illegal means when
their applications for residency are turned dowirie underlying cultural reality is
quite different. Far from being paradise, manygedind themselves economically
well off, but trapped in a living hell of personatecurity. Nor is this just an
individual matter: the entire culture is increasyngnsure of itself and no longer
knows whether to believe in its own rhetoric, atéed whether there is any such
thing as belief. A hundred years ago, our forebagare brimming with confidence
about their own potential. The world quite litéyalas at their feet, and it seemed as
if nothing would stop the expansion of the Westeanld and its power base. Though
the days of empire and colonialism are now bustadi memory, economic
expansion has continued through the exploitatiogiabal marketplaces and the
export of consumerism. But whereas in the passtéve people truly believed in the
superiority of their own insights (which explaimetevangelizing zeal with which
they were promulgated), our culture has undergasigraficant loss of confidence in
itself — not least because the promise of worlccpdeeld out at the beginning of the
20" century turned out to be hollow, and as time phesery horror surpassed the
previous ones for brutality and inhumanity. By fl#60s, the self-confident
worldview that had driven the Western mind for ausand years or more looked
decidedly jaded, if not altogether discredited.ddy it feels more and more like a
favourite sweater that is unravelling, but whichfimel difficult to part with. We

know that in its present form it is unservicealyiet, we are conscious of the fact that
there is a lot of good material in the frayed stisgrand not everything about the
Enlightenment was bad. Where, after all, wouldogevithout modern medicine and
its antibiotics and anaesthetics, or the literany educational opportunities that
continue to transform the lives of those who wantlderwise never achieve their full
potential? Or, for that matter, the worldwide welhjch is as thoroughly Western a
technological invention as anyone could imagine?



The religious side of this historic expansionisnsyat course Christendom — indeed,
Christendom was the original form of Western imgksim. Among church people
the question of Christendom has dominated muchteeeting — what it was, or
might still be, and whether it was a good thingdrad thing. Opinions vary, with
some writers engaging in deep self-examinationragcet for what can be seen as the
extravagances of the past, while others (from difieecclesial traditions) parade
themselves as being largely immune from criticisd therefore potential saviours
for a post-Christendom generation. The realityarely so simple, of course, and it
seems to me that we all struggle to one degreaaihar with the realities of our
history. Some of our struggles are hardly juddifiend in particular | find myself

with an ambivalent attitude toward the high levietiaticism that is now being aimed
at our forebears in faith. It is a matter of intowmertible fact that those who presided
over the church during the period of its culturaimdnance engaged in or condoned
some activities that were less than a faithfuleetfbn of the Gospel. We might think
of the Crusades, the Inquisition, the slave tradk depending on whose analysis is
followed, the missionary movements of the lat® a8d early 28 centuries. But to
highlight such failures is merely to observe tiat tate of the church has always been
in the hands of ordinary mortals who are liablenake errors of judgment, even on
occasion to be self-serving and arrogant. Moreavany of those events were
happening anyway, for economic and political reagbat were nothing to do with
religion. No doubt it would have been better & ¢hurch had been less compliant,
but that is human nature. | can only speak foratiybut | have a strong feeling that
if I had been there in the same historical circamses, it is highly likely that one
way or another | would have been complicit in taee sort of behaviour.

Back in the 1990s, | worked on several occasionis kenowned Chinese missiologist
Raymond Fung. During the period when he was Evamye&ecretary for the World
Council of Churches we collaborated on several etucal Schools of Evangelism
that brought together church leaders from arouedambrld, with the intention that
they might learn from each other as well as betmgudated by input from the two of
us>® On each occasion some 30-40 people gathered fextanded period which in
one case was as long as three weeks. Even beéonadvmet any of the participants,
it was taken for granted that many, if not alltleé leaders from Global North
churches would bring a huge burden of guilt andaresa for the ways in which they
believed their forebears had exploited and geneoglpressed the participants from
other nations. Sometimes this was well desery@ae of the most memorable
moments from that series of events happened ptaSeatland on June 17, 1991.
That was the date when the white South African gawent under F W De Klerk
took the momentous decision finally to repeal @k apartheid laws. Among the
participants at the WCC event was a white bishapp@fAnglican Church in South
Africa, along with several black church leadersifrthat and neighbouring African
countries. It was coincidental — though fortuiteuthat our worship on that night was
focused on the sort of prayer that consists ohsipo deep for words’ (Romans
8:26), in the course of which we all knelt arounlee branch and hammered nails in
not-so-silent worship. There were many tears saohess for the atrocities of the
past that had been committed in the name of Cligtalso of forgiveness and joy as
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a white man was embraced by black Africans whosudfiéred so much. Not
surprisingly, those of us who were white felt blavoethy in some way, even if we
had never been to South Africa or shared the tiggzdbor political opinions of its
government. | remember Raymond subsequently rengng that, notwithstanding
our justifiable sorrow, the relationship betweernri€iendom and the rest of the world
had not all been negative, and we should grow wipséop beating ourselves up all
the time. He pointed to the many positive thirtgg Western adventurers had done
to improve the life of others through selfless smryand highlighted the fact that he
himself owed a great deal to Christians from theb@l North who had facilitated his
education and provided him with opportunities th&hinese person of his generation
might never otherwise have had. Other, more cyomamentators have noted that
Western people are questioning the accomplishnoérisience and technology (and,
in the name of environmental protection, tryingtale them back) at the very point
when other nations are in a position to take adgmbf them, and wondering if this
is not motivated by the same sort of selfishneaswe now complain about in the
colonial era. No wonder our entire culture is stiffg from a corporate lack of
confidence in its own heritage. It is not my pwsptere to whitewash Christendom,
but to point out that — like most things in lifétthas been a mixed blessing rather
than an unmitigated disaster in all respects. rgither should we suppose that the
anxiety now experienced throughout the culturentgely disconnected from the
attitudes of those who have gone before us. lobearies section of the final issue
of The Economidor the 28" century, there was just one entry: God! BelieGind, it
suggested, had died because people ‘nationalisdd @dormers privatised him’,
and ‘Christians turned not cheeks but swords agMnoslims’, and the result was
‘the cynical, questioning, anti-authoritarian WeSt'This striking claim highlighted
something that seems to me to be of particular mtapce in relation to a Christian
apologetic, namely that the present loss of confidgat least as perceived by
ordinary people in the street) is based more oatiged concerns than on any great
crisis of philosophical understanding. Theologldmomas Oden put his finger on
something important when he wrote that

Not some theory but actual modénistoryis what is killing the ideology of
modernity ... While modernity continues blandly ta¢h us that we are
moving ever upward and onward, the actual histbtgte modernity is
increasingly brutal, barbarian, and malign&ht.

All things are interconnected, of course, and iesause the worldview that failed to
deliver a better experience for the world’s peapées ultimately based on a rational
understanding of the universe that rationalitylitsas come to be questioned as a
reliable basis for making informed choices abouhhn flourishing — including
spirituality. This realization has played a bigtpa creating an environment in which
it seems reasonable to take seriously ideas ttepnevious age would have been
dismissed as primitive and nonsensical. When yluita this our increased
awareness of cultures other than our own, brougbiiteby the expansion of the mass
media and the growth of cheap travel, and thenithinca dash of natural human
curiosity, you have the soil in which new formsgtdbalized spirituality can take root
and grow.
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For every one who is self-consciously looking fpirisual solutions, though, many
more are just paralysed by fear. The challengaadayoung people especially have
been mentioned earlier. Church analysts have adopbre enthusiastically than
other social commentators the language that walddtify individuals by reference
to their date of birth. The terminology of GeneratX, Y, Millennials, and other
slick labels, would be familiar to most church yoworkers today. But the reality in
the lives of young people is more complex than thabt to mention the fact that
some researchers regard these categories as ngtduys-related at all, but as
representative of a particular way of seeing thiengs of processing information.
While | was writing this book, | was in a meetingwcolleagues at Fuller Seminary
where there was some discussion about the natihealbgical education in the 21
century, and particularly whether the major respality for effective learning

should rest with the students or the professonrse faculty member who is in his
forties commented that the educational scene hadggd even in the time that had
elapsed since he completed his own graduate edacaime ten years previously.
He observed that whereas in the past, a graduatels@s distinct from an
undergraduate college) could have expected to enfglmature adults, his own
experience today was suggesting that maturity i®nger age related, and for many
people adolescence now seems to extend into theies.

Others have wondered if, just as th& 2@ntury identified adolescence and teenage
as key stages of life, maybe in thé'2&ntury we will come to regard young
adulthood as a separate stage, with its own cligdleand opportunities. Whatever
label we might care to use, it is certainly theecdmat the anxieties and fears, and the
uncertainties about identity and relationships thattextbooks on developmental
psychology would traditionally have placed in teertage years, are not hard to find
in people who are significantly older than that.phrticular, such young people do
not find it easy to connect either with church athvthose forms of ‘alternative’
spirituality that their parents’ generation seemérd so appealing. Their ways of
dealing with the discontinuities of life are momske, even elemental. In her study of
the lives of young adults, psychologist Jean M Tgeereminds readers that

Being young has not always carried such a highaidleing anxious,
depressed, suicidal, or medicaféd.

Older people, and civic authorities, regularly céammpabout what they regard as the
anti-social behaviour of the young, especially whenanifests itself on the streets
after long nights out in bars and clubs. But wedht® ask why so many people
regularly go out at weekends with the specificritittn of getting drunk with alcohol
or stoned through drugs. Hedonistic behaviouoisatways happy behaviour, but
often masks a deep uncertainty about fundamentatipus of human existence. In
lives filled with so much pain, drink or drugs aaskt offer the prospect of some relief
from the harsh realities of life, even if it is gribr a short period. In his book
Penguins, Pain and the Whole Shehalahn Shore recounts his own remarkable
experience of becoming a Christian without any emtion with or intervention by
the church. He also offers the perspective otameconvert on how he imagines
God might see things (the tongue-in-cheek sub-itidne book idVhy | do the things
| do, by Gogl. In the course of these musings, he puts hgefion a profound reality
when he comments that ‘... a person without hoperialways becomes, more
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animal than humari® When people in the street (or politicians) behiawghat seem
like sub-human ways, it says something signifiadut our culture, afflicted as it is
by a profound sense of futurelessness, and therbfippelessness.

Two challenges for Christians stand out in particulThere is a theological question.
Hope is at the heart of the Gospel, and yet nos@ian tradition seems to have any
sort of serviceable eschatology for thé'2&ntury world in which we live. Though
they can still find resonances among some Christidn@ opinions on this subject that
originated in the millenarian speculations of the 119" and early 20 centuries are
completely irrelevant to the concerns of the wigepulation. Yet most of us seem
embarrassed to acknowledge any sort of eschataladjimension of faith, probably
because we really have no idea what to think abbodthis is something we need to
work on: what would a meaningful 2tentury eschatology consist of? Besides that,
however, there is also a missional question raised. For if hedonism, with its
accompanying and sometimes destructive indulgemcése way in which many
people confront and deal with life today, then e ense that set of behaviours and
rituals actually is their spirituality. What wouiidmean for that to be transformed and
redeemed? This is not a silly question. As aenatt fact, | made a start on
addressing it in a paper delivered to a conferam®®indsor several years ago, and |
have continued to reflect on it ever sifféelt will surface again later in this book, as
it is a key missional question that | believe weadhé& address in respect of many
different aspects of contemporary culture. If veéidve that this is God’s world, and
God is at work in it (thenissio De), and if we further accept the most obvious
consequence of this belief — that there can beuttaral no-go areas for God — then
that must mean God can be found even, maybe e#ipeitidhe midst of all our
struggles to be fully human. At heart, that isuastion about relationships — with
God, with the cosmos, with society, and with owss! These themes will surface
repeatedly in the chapters that follow.
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