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when i began writing A New Kind of Christian, I had no
idea it would become the first of a trilogy or that now, nearly
a decade later, all three books would still be finding a growing
audience—not just in North America, but on every conti-
nent, in a growing number of translations. Just in the last
twenty-four hours, I’ve heard from readers in Germany,
Brazil, East Africa, and India, thankful that the trilogy had
put into words what they had been feeling in these very dif-
ferent settings. What can I feel but surprise, humility, and
gratitude in light of these responses?  

Of course, the books have evoked a bit of ire along with
interest. But the wrath of the books’ critics now seems well
worth enduring in exchange for the privilege of helping the
people for whom the books were written—people for whom
the religious status quo simply isn’t working. “I wouldn’t be in
ministry today if it weren’t for A New Kind of Christian”—“I
wouldn’t be a Christian anymore if it weren’t for The Story We
Find Ourselves In”—“I was about to give up on the Bible and

Preface to
the Paperback

Edition
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God together, but then someone gave me The Last Word and
the Word After That”—these kinds of responses repeatedly
touch me and give me the courage to risk another round of
critique from the people who can’t figure out why “a new kind
of Christian” is needed at all: the old kind is good enough for
them, thank you very much.

The books’ popularity has shown the simultaneous dis-
content and hope simmering beneath the surface in and
around many of our faith communities—from the center
among leaders to the fringes among younger and marginalized
members, to beyond the fringes among those who have left
the church.

Just today I received an e-mail from a young woman in
the latter category who said it like this: “As a graduate student
at Berkeley, where “Christian” automatically means “Christian
Right” and “Christian Right” stands for pretty much every-
thing against which the academy sees itself as pushing, I have
struggled to even begin articulating how faith might produce
the kind of life I want for myself and for the world. . . . [For]
the first time in a long time I feel like I want, again, to iden-
tify as a Christian. So thank you very much for the work you
are doing.”

I’ve been asked, with this new edition, to answer the
question whether I would change anything in A New Kind of
Christian if I got a “do-over.” Maybe one small thing. Maybe I
would de-emphasize the word “postmodern” some and empha-
size other post- words more—words like postcolonial, post-
Enlightenment, post-Holocaust, post-Industrial, and so on. As
I’ve explained elsewhere, in the last few years I’ve come to see
more deeply how our epistemology or theory of knowledge is
inseparable from our ethics and politics. Or to put it more sim-
ply, I’ve seen how our search for truth can’t be unhinged from
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our desire to seek justice. The word “postmodern” has been
limited (by some anyway) to an intellectual conversation about
truth and knowing, while the word “postcolonial” and its
cousins are associated more with an ethical conversation about
power and justice and way of life. So if I were writing the book
now, I would be unable to deal with the former subject with-
out dealing more extensively and explicitly with the latter ones.

Of course, A New Kind of Christian implicitly grapples
with postcolonial issues. For example, in Neo, a black man of
Jamaican descent, the history of colonialism and its discontents
finds embodiment. The story of the Native Americans (Chapter
Nine) similarly resonates with postcolonial sensibilities. Neo’s
desire at the book’s end to travel around the world reflects an
impulse to get a global perspective and break out from what I
will later call the echo chamber of the United States. 

Beyond that small adjustment, I think A New Kind of
Christian was an honest book and I feel one dominant emo-
tion now at its release in a paperback edition: grateful that I
have been given the opportunity to think and write freely, and
grateful to find I was not alone in my discontent and hope,
and grateful to think that it may be of value to another wave
of readers in its new form. Thanks be to God!

fpref.qxd  2/26/08  7:30 PM  Page ix



This book is dedicated to Grace, my wife of twenty-one
years. She has been a true partner and friend on this
spiritual journey, and together we have enjoyed four
of life’s greatest privileges and pleasures . . . raising

Rachel, Brett,Trevor, and Jodi.

fpref.qxd  2/26/08  7:30 PM  Page x



of the many, many people deserving thanks for their role in
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sometime in 1994, at the age of thirty-eight, I got sick of
being a pastor. Frankly, I was almost sick of being a Christian.
My crisis of faith deteriorated to the point that one beautiful
August afternoon a year later, in the Pennsylvania mountains—
on a day with one of those high-pressure Canadian air masses
coming in from the northwest on a cool breeze and with the hu-
midity so low and air so clear the distant mountains looked
touchable—on this perfect summer day I felt as gray, low, foggy,
dismal, and miserable as I ever have felt. I was sitting in a rock-
ing chair, on a porch overlooking a stunningly beautiful valley
shining with light, and in the dazzling brightness I wrote in my
journal, “One year from today I will not be in the ministry.” I
think that dark sentence was both despairing and hopeful.

My prediction was wrong. Now, seven years later, I am
still a Christian, still in ministry, and enjoying both more than
I ever have.

But at that low tide of faith, my soul was trying to tell me
something important, something I needed to listen to. Just as

xiii

introduction

The True Story
Behind This

Story
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feelings of suicide are often an exaggerated way for our soul to
tell us something we have been denying, something like, “The
life you’re living is insupportable; you can’t keep living this
way,” my ministry death wish and urge for spiritual escape were
telling me something I needed to attend to.

Only Two Alternatives?

At the time I could only see two alternatives: (1) continue prac-
ticing and promoting a version of Christianity that I had deep-
ening reservations about or (2) leave Christian ministry, and
perhaps the Christian path, altogether. There was a third alter-
native that I hadn’t yet considered: learn to be a Christian in a
new way. That is the subject of this book. Beginning that Au-
gust day, when the gloom inside my heart was so dark and the
sunshine around me was so blazing and stark, a process of
reevaluation was somehow set into motion. Perhaps I was like
a person who spends a few days feeling suicidal and then de-
cides, “If I could seriously ponder ending my life, then I can
do anything. I can change anything in my life. So instead of
ending my life altogether, I’ll end my life as I’ve been living it
and start a new kind of life. I can now see a third alternative to
the status quo and suicide.”

M. Scott Peck says that depression often accompanies the
collapse of a mental map or paradigm; it is a natural and neces-
sary expression of grief, grief over the loss of something per-
haps as dear to us as a brother or mother: our worldview, our
way of seeing life. Alan Roxburgh, a colleague in the emergent
conversation (an initiative to explore how Christian faith will
reconfigure in the postmodern matrix), teaches people that this
painful process of letting go of life as we have known it and
embracing a new life on new terms (the process of paradigm
change) typically follows five phases:
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1. Stability, when life is fine, current theories explain every-
thing adequately, and questions are few—perhaps like
Dorothy of The Wizard of Oz living happily in Kansas

2. Discontinuity, when the old system seems to be working
less well—reflected socially in Dorothy’s conflict with
her witchy neighbor, psychologically in her ambivalent
desire to run away from home, and physically in the 
approaching thunderstorm

3. Disembedding, when we begin feeling that the current
system is insupportable and we begin to disconnect from
it—like Dorothy being carried away from Kansas by the
tornado

4. Transition, when we haven’t fully left the old world and
we haven’t fully entered the new world—like Dorothy
newly arrived in Oz, trying to get her bearings

5. Reformation, when we decide to make a go of it in the
new world we have entered—like Dorothy setting out on
her journey to see the wizard, invigorated with new hope
and passion

This in many ways mirrors my experience through those shad-
owy times.

Andrew Jones, another colleague in the emergent conver-
sation, once drew a diagram for me that created a similar sce-
nario. It looked something like this:

2 3 41
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Area 1 refers to the old paradigm, the old mental map or way
of seeing things. Over time, it becomes increasingly cramped
and feels more like a prison than freedom. Area 2 describes the
early transition period, where there is a high degree of frustra-
tion and reaction. An individual or group in this phase turns
against the old paradigm and can’t stop talking about how
wrong, inhumane, or insupportable it is. In area 3, people grad-
ually turn from deconstructing the past to constructing the fu-
ture and begin the hard work of designing a new paradigm to
take the place of the old one. This is a time of creative exhilara-
tion, challenge, and perhaps anxiety—because the discovery of
a new paradigm that will be superior to the old is by no means
assured and because the wrath of the defenders of the old is
likely to be unleashed on those who dare propose an alternative.
If the creation of a new paradigm succeeds, the group moves
into area 4, where the new era develops and expands freedom
and possibilities. (Of course, one must anticipate a time when
the new liberating paradigm itself becomes confining and old.)

Understanding My Frustration

These images and illustrations describe, at least in part, why I
had grown frustrated with the way I was being a Christian and
the way I was helping others to be Christians. The old way was,
as an old Bob Dylan lyric puts it, “rapidly aging,” and I needed
to disembed and reevaluate and begin a journey toward a new
home—for my sake, for the sake of the people I was called to
lead, and perhaps even for God’s sake. But the new way hadn’t
been created yet. We were barely into area 2, maybe sticking
our toes into area 3. Hence the anxiety.

There is a dimension to this experience of disembedding
from modern Christianity that none of us can fully understand
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or describe. That’s the theological dimension. What if God is
actually behind these disillusionments and disembeddings?
What if God is trying to move us out of Egypt, so to speak,
and into the wilderness, because it’s time for the next chapter
in our adventure? What if it’s time for a new phase in the un-
folding mission God intends for the people (or at least some of
the people) who seek to know, love, and serve God? What if
our personal experiences of frustration are surface manifesta-
tions of a deeper movement of God’s Spirit? In other words,
what if this experience of frustration that feels so bad and de-
structive is actually a good thing, a needed thing, a construc-
tive thing in God’s unfolding adventure with us?

Maybe Martin Luther felt this way in his life as a monk.
Maybe when he was told to preach about indulgences or to
make room for emissaries from Rome to do so, he thought to
himself, “I can’t take this anymore. Maybe I’ll go back to being
a lawyer.” His experience seemed bad to him. (He must have
been frightened: Am I losing my faith? Am I falling away from
God?) But Protestants would agree, at least, that something
good was afoot.

That August day, I felt miserable, and I continued to feel
miserable for some months. But gradually, although giving up
in despair remained tempting, hope started becoming more
interesting.

On to Something

I began to feel like one of those rumpled detectives on TV who
finds a clue that opens up a whole new twist in the plot. Or
better, I began to feel like a scientist in a movie, doing a rou-
tine run of experiments. I’m looking over my data and this icy
feeling starts back between my shoulder blades and crawls up
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my neck, and I think, “Something’s not right here. This pat-
tern in the data just doesn’t make sense.” The camera comes in
over my shoulder, and all you see are rows of numbers, but I
pull out my cell phone and call my partner and say, “Jack,
you’ve got to get over here to the lab. No, now. We’ve got
something major here.” Or better yet, I felt like Eleanor Ar-
roway in the movie Contact, at that moment when she is sit-
ting on her car listening through headphones to the random
noise of space picked up by the array of radiotelescopes that
surround her. Suddenly comes this sound, like a clothes dryer
with a really bad bearing that is drying a pair of rollerblades.
“This is no random noise,” she thinks. “There is a pattern to
this noise. This noise is data, trying to tell me something.”

Of course, my data isn’t numbers. My data is my 
experience—my general experience as a committed Christian
and my specific experience as a pastor. Experiences like these:

1. I drive my car and listen to the Christian radio sta-
tion, something my wife always tells me I should stop doing
(“because it only gets you upset”). There I hear preacher after
preacher be so absolutely sure of his bombproof answers and
his foolproof biblical interpretations (in spite of the fact that
Preacher A at 9:30 A.M. usually contradicts Preacher B at
10:00 A.M. and so on throughout the day), his five easy steps
(alliterated around the letter P), his crisis of the month (to-
ward which you should give a “love gift . . . if the Lord so
leads”). And the more sure he seems, the less I find myself
wanting to be a Christian, because on this side of the micro-
phone, antennas, and speaker, life isn’t that simple, answers
aren’t that clear, and nothing is that sure. (Paradoxically, at that
moment I might consider sending him money, hoping that by
investing in his simpler vision of the world, I myself will be
able to buy into it more. But eventually I will stop throwing
good money after bad.)
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2. I preach sermons that earn the approving nods of the
lifelong churchgoers, because they repeat the expected vocab-
ulary and formulations, words that generally convey little ac-
tual meaning after hearing them fifty-two times a year, year
after year, but work like fingers, massaging the weary souls of
earnest people. Meanwhile, as the initiated relax under this
massage of familiar words, as they emit an almost audible
“ahhh” to hear their cherished vocabulary again, these very mas-
saging messages leave the uninitiated furrowing their brows,
shaking their heads, and shifting in their seats. They do this
sometimes because they don’t understand but even more when
they do understand—because the very formulations that sound
so good and familiar to the “saved” sound downright weird or
even wicked to the “seekers” and the skeptics. These people
come to me and ask questions, and I give my best answers, my
best defenses, and by the time they leave my office, I have con-
vinced myself that their questions are better than my answers.

3. I do the reverse: I preach sermons that turn the
lights on for spiritual seekers but earn me critical letters and
phone calls from the “veterans” of the church often because the
expected fingers didn’t reach through my message to massage
them as expected.

4. I have counseling sessions in my office, year after year,
during which many wonderful people, people whom I love,
people who have a lot of Bible knowledge, Christian back-
ground, theological astuteness, and “pew time,” prove to have
the same problems, make the same mistakes, harbor the same
doubts (though more often unexpressed), indulge the same
vices, and lack the same “spark” that unchurched people often
do, the only major differences being that (a) the church peo-
ple tend to use more religious language to define their prob-
lems, (b) their problems are further complicated by guilt for
having these problems in the first place, and (c) these religious
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people nevertheless consider themselves superior to their non-
religious counterparts. (I read recently that divorce rates among
evangelical Christians—supposed guardians of traditional fam-
ily values—are actually higher than those in the culture at large.
What?) After these counseling sessions, I am left troubled, won-
dering, “Shouldn’t the gospel of Jesus Christ make a bigger dif-
ference than this? And does pew time have to result in spiritual
pride and inauthenticity?”

5. I realize that as people come into our church, everybody
needs conversion. The not yet committed Christians need to be
converted to a vibrant twenty-first-century faith, and the already
committed twentieth-century (and nineteenth-century!) Chris-
tians need the same, myself included.

6. I realize, as I read and reread the Bible, that many pas-
sages don’t fit any of the theological systems I have inherited or
adapted. Sure, they can be squeezed in, but after a while my the-
ology looks like a high school class trip’s luggage—shoestrings
hanging out here, zippers splitting apart there, latches snapping,
clothes pouring out on the floor like a thrift store horn of plenty.
My old systems—whether the Dispensationalism of my child-
hood, the Calvinism of my adolescence, the “charismaticism” of
my early adulthood, or even my more mature, moderated, main-
stream “evangelicalism”—can’t seem to hold all the data in the
Bible, not to mention the data of my own experience, at least
not gracefully.

7. I read what other people who are having similar expe-
riences are saying, including people writing outside of the re-
ligious context—like this from Peter Senge: “In any case, our
Industrial Age management, our Industrial Age organization,
our Industrial Age way of living will not continue. The Indus-
trial Age is not sustainable. It’s not sustainable in ecological
terms, and it’s not sustainable in human terms. It will change.
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The only question is how. Once we get out of our machine
mind-set, we may discover new aptitudes for growth and
change. Until then, change won’t come easily.”1 As I read, I feel
that “industrial age faith” faces the same fate.

8. I pick up most religious books, like the one you’re
holding, and know from somewhere midway through page one
what the entire book will say, and I read on anyway and find
out that I was right. I wonder: Doesn’t the religious commu-
nity see that the world is changing? Doesn’t it have anything
fresh and incisive to say? Isn’t it even asking any new questions?
Has it nothing to offer other than the stock formulas that it has
been offering? Is there no Saint Francis or Søren Kierkegaard
or C. S. Lewis in the house with some fresh ideas and energy?
Has the “good news” been reduced to the “good same-old
same-old?”

9. I meet people along the way who model for me, each
in a different way, what a new kind of Christian might look
like. They differ in many ways, but they generally agree that
the old show is over, the modern jig is up, and it’s time for
something radically new.

Enough of this data accumulates (my list could go on and
on) . . . and a pattern becomes perceptible, and a realization
comes like a good cry: Either Christianity itself is flawed, fail-
ing, untrue, or our modern, Western, commercialized, indus-
trial-strength version of it is in need of a fresh look, a serious
revision.

Secrets and Sparks

You can’t talk about this sort of thing with just anybody. Peo-
ple worry about you. They may think you’re changing sides,
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turning traitor. They may talk about you as if you came down
with some communicable disease. So you keep this sort of
thing like a dirty secret, this doubt that is not really a doubt
about God or Jesus or faith but about our take on God, our
version of Jesus, our way of faith. You let it out only when you
feel you have found someone you can trust.

And when you do, and the other person says, “I can’t be-
lieve you’re saying this. I have felt the same way, but I thought I
was the only one”—that’s a good moment. Relief. Company. Af-
firmation. It’s like you’re both pieces of flint, and when your se-
crets strike one another, a spark of hope flies: “Maybe we’re not
crazy. Maybe there’s a better way. Maybe there’s a new way of
being a Christian.” And then, over time, the two of you discover
you’re not the only two, that there are many more out there, in-
cluding some respected people, “important” people, people with
“names,” who are wrestling with the same discontent, experienc-
ing the same disembedding. You begin to wonder if maybe you’re
at the front edge of something—if your tentative and anxious
steps “off the map” are actually the beginning of a new adven-
ture into terra nova, new ground, fresh territory.

I’ve never been all that good at keeping my own secrets,
so I’ve probably let my disillusionment out more than I should
have. But as a result, I have seen a lot more sparks of hope fly
than most people have, which has given me the courage and
enthusiasm to write this book, which is a kind of bag of flints
that when shaken together may produce a bunch of sparks that
can catch fire in very hopeful ways.

In my first book, The Church on the Other Side, I hinted
that a book like this might be rumbling around in the rear
lobes of my brain. I said:

You see, if we have a new world, we will need a new church.
We won’t need a new religion per se, but a new framework
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for our theology. Not a new Spirit, but a new spiritu-
ality. Not a new Christ, but a new Christian. Not a
new denomination, but a new kind of church in every
denomination. . . .

I began to doubt that any of us Christians are ac-
tually Christians. I relate this experience simply to illus-
trate the importance of our challenge: to reopen the
question of what makes a good Christian. . . . If need be,
would we be willing to confess that we are hardly Chris-
tians at all and that we need to become as little children
and start again?2

My second book, Finding Faith, was written to help
people who are agnostics or atheists (or spiritual seekers wan-
dering somewhere north of monotheism) in their journey to
a good faith, which would open the door to a good relation-
ship with God.3 But I realized as I was writing it (and even
more since it was published) that I was creating a problem.
The kind of people who would come to faith along the path
I was trying to clear for them would probably not end up just
like the people waiting for them in church. They would be like
a bunch of wild-eyed artists and excitable children and rugby
players walking into a roomful of buttoned-down account-
ants and engineers. To be sure, that could be a great learning
experience for all concerned but not the makings of a fun
party.

And so in A New Kind of Christian, I explore, albeit indi-
rectly, several questions:

1. Why am I not the same kind of Christian I used to be?

2. What might a new kind of Christian be like?

3. How might one become a new kind of Christian if one
is so inclined?
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An Apology

Before proceeding, I should say something about who I think
you are. I’m assuming you’re either a Christian of some sort
(“hot” fundamentalist, “warm” evangelical, or “cool” liberal;
charismatic or noncharismatic; denominational or nondenom-
inational; Catholic, Protestant, or Orthodox; modern or post-
modern, or amphibious) or else a non-Christian of some sort
who is interested in Christianity (the kind of person who has
perhaps read my second book, Finding Faith, and is interested
in continuing the conversation we began there). If you are the
latter, I must apologize because in several places I will, for
the sake of my primary audience, have to belabor points that
present little problem for you. The reverse may be true as well,
but probably less often.

If you are a new kind of non-Christian considering be-
coming a new kind of Christian, you face different (and in
many cases, I think, easier) issues than if you are an old kind
of Christian becoming a new kind of Christian. Or if you are
a postmodern non-Christian considering becoming a postmod-
ern Christian, you face different (and in many cases, I think,
easier) issues than if you are a modern Christian becoming a
postmodern Christian. (Believe me, the previous two sentences
will make more sense after a few more chapters.)

I should also add that my primary tribe has been the
evangelical Protestant wing of the church. For readers from
Roman Catholic, liberal Protestant, Orthodox, Jewish, or other
backgrounds, at times you may feel like you’ve just tuned in
Garrison Keillor’s Prairie Home Companion and are listening to
the news from Lake Wobegon, Keillor’s fictitious largely
Lutheran Minnesota town where all the men are good-looking,
all the women are strong, and all the children are above aver-
age. Neither Minnesotan nor Lutheran, I’m still able to see my-
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self in Keillor’s characters and their “it was a quiet week in Lake
Wobegon” stories. Similarly, even if your background is far dif-
ferent from mine, I hope you’ll be able to see yourself in the
stories and conversations that follow. If at times I seem to be
addressing concerns of another part of my audience, I hope
you’ll take that as an opportunity to eavesdrop. (Eavesdropping
can be a pretty interesting way to learn, sometimes more inter-
esting than being addressed directly.)

I think that Christian leaders—pastors, priests, lay lead-
ers, parachurch workers, missionaries—may have a special in-
terest in this book. Many of them have experienced twinges of
discontent similar to my own and, like me, are hopeful that we
will find some new ways of being Christians as we enter the
postmodern world. If you are in this category, I’m especially
glad to have you along for the journey.

Beyond this, I’ll try to assume as little as possible about you,
except your basic sincerity, goodwill, intelligence, and desire to
become a better person and help create a better world.

Three Points of Orientation

To prepare you for what you’re about to step into, I can offer
three additional introductory comments. First, as you’ll see, I’m
going to blur the line between fiction and nonfiction in the
pages that follow. I think you will understand why I have done
so as we proceed. This book started as a work of nonfiction but
evolved steadily toward fiction with each revision. Knowing
that I was not trying to commit a work of artistic fiction from
the start will help lower your expectations about character devel-
opment, plot, and other artistic concerns. Things will go much
better for both of us if you consider this more in the category
of a philosophical dialogue than a novel.
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I am reminded of a man who was in a situation similar
to ours, a man who lived at the boundary between the medieval
and modern worlds. He had become convinced of some ideas
that were in his time considered unorthodox, odd, crazy. He
couldn’t explain his new ideas in straight expository prose for
a variety of reasons. So he resorted to an ancient form of writ-
ing. He said, “I have thought it most appropriate to explain
these concepts in the form of dialogues, which, not being re-
stricted to the rigorous observance of mathematical laws, make
room also for digressions, which are sometimes no less interest-
ing than the principal argument.” I hope, as Galileo did, the di-
alogues that follow will be judged neither by the rigorous
standards of mathematical laws nor by the equally rigorous stan-
dards of good novel-writing. And I hope that the digressions
will prove no less interesting than the principal argument, as
Galileo’s were.

Second, you will soon meet Neil Edward Oliver, Dan and
Carol Poole, and Casey B. Curtis. Please don’t assume that any
of these characters can be fully identified with the “I” who
wrote this Introduction.

Third, this book is just a beginning. There are a number
of other questions, important questions that follow on from
these, that I will only nod toward in this book. Please don’t be
disappointed that you didn’t get the last word. When you’re on
a really long voyage, you have to get beyond asking, “Are we
there yet?” and instead start asking, “Are we making progress?”
I hope that you will feel you have made real progress when you
turn the last page, even though our destination will still be far
ahead of us. The fact is, whatever a new kind of Christian will
be, no one is one yet. At this point, we’re more like caterpillars
cocooning than butterflies in flight. But every transformation
has to start somewhere. The sooner we start, the better.
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It is my hope that these imaginary conversations will
prompt you to engage in real-life ones and that those conver-
sations will take you where these cannot. I’d be most happy if
you share the book with a small group or maybe read it with
one good friend. Then take some long walks or share a few
meals together and see where those conversations lead you. If
you’d like to learn more about my work and connect with other
resources, please go to brianmclaren.net.

Spencerville, Maryland Brian D. McLaren
February 2001
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1

c h a p t e r

Sometime 
the Peacock
Wish to Be
the Seagull

1

“carol, i’m not sure how long I’ll last. I know this must
be scary for you. I’m sorry.” I was leaning against the counter,
and Carol was sitting across the kitchen with her chair angled
away from the table, her legs crossed, left elbow on the table
behind her, facing me but not meeting my gaze.

She got up, turned her back to me, and began picking up
the dinner dishes—quietly, deliberately, maybe a little more
slowly than normal. Our twin ten-year-old sons, Corey and
Trent, were at a birthday sleep-over (badly named—they stay
up half the night and come home wired) at a friend’s house, so
there had been only three of us at the table. Carol put the
dishes in the sink and stood beside me. She crossed her arms
as mine were, and we stared at the same spot on the kitchen
floor for a couple of seconds. “Well, Dan,” she said, “if you
quit, I’m sure we’ll make it somehow. But I don’t relish the
thought of moving. I’d hate for the kids to have to change
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schools, especially Jess. But whatever damage moving would
do would be a lot less than . . .”

“Than me being depressed all the time.”
“Well, that too, but I was going to say it would be better

than you getting embroiled in some big deal at the church. You
know, heresy stuff or division stuff or getting fired. Lord knows
we don’t need that.”

“No, I won’t let that happen. I’ll quit before I let that
happen. I’ll substitute-teach or something, maybe get certified.
I wouldn’t mind having my summers off, and . . . the pay
wouldn’t be that different.”

“You just did it again,” Carol said.
“What?”
“You sighed. You never used to sigh. In seventeen years

of marriage, I never heard you sigh until these last few
months.”

“Yeah.” We kept staring at that spot on the kitchen floor,
not talking. Carol reached her arm around my waist and gave
me a gentle squeeze. I said, “I keep thinking that there must be
this ranch out in New Mexico somewhere. You know, we move
out there, I get a horse . . .”

“And you ride the range all day and never have to talk to
anybody. Cowboy Dan.”

“Yeah. The thought of the quiet and the dry air and the
big sky—shoot, I’ve never even been to New Mexico, but I’m
ready to move tomorrow. . . . I just sighed again, didn’t I?”

“You sure did. But look, if we have to move, let’s move
back near my folks. Atlanta’s no Santa Fe, but the kids would
love to be near their grandparents, and vice versa.”

“Somehow dreaming of hot, humid, crowded Atlanta
doesn’t draw the same kind of sigh out of me,” I said.

“Whatever,” Carol replied. “Look, hon, it’s almost seven.
I’ll get the dishes cleaned up if you’ll take Jess to her concert,
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OK? You’ve got to pick up a couple of her friends from the
youth group too. You know where it is, right?”

“It’s at that rec center just off 95? Gosh, if it takes me
forty-five minutes to get there and back, I might as well just
stay.”

“Better you than me. I hate that kind of music.”
“OK. We’ll probably be back by 11:30 or so by the time

I drop the other kids off. Thanks, honey.”
“For what?”
“For hanging in there with me. I wish I wasn’t putting

you through this.”
“I wish you weren’t putting yourself through this. You’d

better get moving. Jess hates being late.”
I think that conversation was the first time I’d put my

plan into words. Not the New Mexico part—that was pure fan-
tasy. The other part—about quitting my job as a pastor, be-
coming a high school teacher—I’d never put that into words
before. I guess that’s why I went out of my way to meet Dr.
Oliver at the concert that night.

It was a Saturday, midsummer, 1999. Jessica wasn’t yet
sixteen, so even though she had her learner’s permit, she needed
me to drive her and a few friends to a concert. Some boys from
her high school had put together a rock band called the Amish
Jellies. (Quite a name, eh?) They’d rented out a community
center for their first big gig. I’d played in a bunch of garage
bands as a high school kid myself, so I didn’t mind sticking
around to hear them play. But they were a lot louder and worse
than I thought they’d be, so about twenty minutes was all I
could stand. I snuck out into the lobby, hoping it would be less
painful out there.

Some parents of the boys in the band had put out some
refreshments on an old blue card table (including coffee for the
adults) so the kids could hang out and celebrate the band’s
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debut after the concert. It turned out that a lot of the kids
weren’t interested in the music either, because the lobby was
full of kids—all talking loud to be heard above the music. The
other parents were holed up in the rec center’s kitchen, so there
I was, a thirty-nine-year-old guy trying to look coolly incon-
spicuous in a corner of a rec center lobby, a lone goose in a
flock of animated ducks. I was just finishing a small Styrofoam
cup of something vaguely resembling coffee when I heard Dr.
Oliver’s musical accent over the pulsing bass from the Jellies
and the giggles and chatter of the kids.

I recognized his lilting voice from back-to-school nights.
He was originally from Jamaica, I had been told, but his ethnic
identity was mysterious for an American like me, used to two
basic categories, black and white. He didn’t seem to fit either of
my standard categories. Part of his differentness was his style of
dress, almost always a gray suit, a tie—more formal than Amer-
ican styles, yet the man himself was warm, engaging, enthusi-
astic, hardly a gray-suit kind of guy in my opinion. His features,
his movement, his posture also defied easy categorization; I
guess to me he looked African, but not African American. He
was a science teacher, but I knew him more because he was the
girls’ soccer coach. Although he cut Jess her freshman year, he
put her on first-string junior varsity as a sophomore. I’d missed
most of her games though. Too many night meetings.

I’d heard lots of stories about Dr. Oliver over the years,
even before Jess made the soccer team. Tall, articulate, and out-
spoken, the only Ph.D. on the Franklin Roosevelt High fac-
ulty, popular with the kids, survivor of a few controversies
including a big textbook fight that had been in all the papers
and on TV (that’s how I originally heard about him)—he stood
out in a lot of ways.

At first I couldn’t see him because he was seated and sur-
rounded by standing kids. After a few minutes, they left en
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masse, laughing and saying, “See you Monday, Dr. Oliver,” and
“Thanks for coming, Dr. Oliver.” The crowd of teenagers
parted like a motley curtain, and there he was, seated, smiling,
shaking hands, giving high-fives, even in midsummer looking
like it was any school day with his gray suit on. I went right
over to say hello. He stood up as I approached. He made me
think of Ed Bradley from 60 Minutes—tall, bearded, salt-and-
pepper hair, but thinner, darker-skinned, and a bit farther along
in the receding hairline department. One other difference—
where Bradley exudes TV newsmagazine seriousness, Dr.
Oliver’s whole face seemed wired to a smile that could appear
at any moment, and his whole face seemed part of that smile—
eyes, brows, cheeks. That’s the smile I saw as I approached.

He shook my hand, with his peculiar mixture of formal-
ity and enthusiasm: “Ah, Mr. Poole—Daniel, isn’t it? Father of
the late-blooming soccer star? So good to see you, sir!” We ex-
changed a few flattering observations about Jess and then some
complaints about the coffee, typical small-talk stuff, and then
he asked how my summer was going. I didn’t want to get into
it, so I said, “Well, that’s a long story.” I was wondering how I
could get some information on high school teaching from him
without revealing that I was thinking about quitting my job at
Potomac Community Church. That’s not the kind of rumor I
wanted my board to hear.

“And you, Dr. Oliver,” I continued, “what brings you to
an Amish Jellies concert?” He explained that the lead singer and
drummer were students of his, and he liked to be supportive
of his kids. “But listen, Dan,” he said, “please don’t call me Dr.
Oliver. Only my students call me that. To my friends, I’m Neo.
It’s been my nickname since my freshmen year of college.”

I cocked my head slightly, and that’s all the cue he needed
to continue with the story: “When I joined a fraternity at Rut-
gers, my roommate said I had three first names—Neil, Edward,
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and Oliver—and that confused him terribly. So he just started
calling me by my initials, NEO. To tell you the truth, I think
behind my back some of the others actually called me ‘Negro.’
They weren’t used to having people of color around—especially
ones like me with odd accents. But good friends we became
anyway, and the nickname stuck. Now, if I recall correctly, I re-
member hearing that you are a minister. So how are things in
the wonderful world of religion?”

Obviously, I didn’t want to get into that either. I fumbled
with my coffee cup and said, probably a little too quickly and
cheerfully, “Well, I’m hanging in there. How’s science?”

“Science,” he said, finishing his last sip of coffee, “is a
piece of cake compared to what you do. Our subject matter is
mathematically definable, we’re encouraged to experiment,
and we’re paid to be honest about our data. Somehow I don’t
think your cohort has any of those advantages. . . . Here, let
me take your cup.”

While he walked over to the trash can, I remember this
strange feeling coming over me. The best word I can use for it
was safety: this guy is safe to talk to—he understands, I thought.
When he came back, I was surprised to hear myself saying, “Ac-
tually, Neo, things in church work are pretty rough sometimes.
Pardon the pun, but it’s not always a Sunday school picnic.”

He rearranged the folding chairs and motioned for me to
sit down, facing him, our knees only about two feet apart. He
leaned forward, his forearms resting just above the knees. He
looked a lot like a basketball coach I had seen on TV, maybe
conferring with a point guard in foul trouble. “Well, Reverend,
it sounds like you could use a friend.”

Out of nowhere, a wave of emotion rushed up my spine
and caught in my throat. I’m a pretty “smooth” guy in public,
not prone to extravagant expressions of emotion. But that sim-
ple sentence caused me to choke up. I tried to hide it, but I’ll
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bet he saw my eyes brim. Without taking off my glasses, I
quickly reached up under the rims and wiped my eyes and said,
“Oh, you know, I guess every profession has some ups and
downs.”

“Yours more downs than many, I’m sure,” he said.
“Even with God’s help it can still be brutal at times—or so
Father Scott tells me. I’m an Episcopalian. Do you know St.
Timothy’s?”

I smiled politely and said, “Yes, over in Rockville,” but I
was afraid inside, thinking, “Don’t do it! You can’t pour out
your heart to someone you hardly know.” I forced a more
cheerful look and said, “Thanks, Dr.—I mean Neo—for your
concern.” A polite put-off, gracefully done. I wanted to get the
spotlight off me. I was comfortable in the role of listener, coun-
selor, not revealer, counselee.

I perked up and said, “My daughter constantly tells sto-
ries about you, like about the time you brought a wild raccoon
into class and he escaped in the storage room. Or the time your
chemistry experiment caught fire and the whole school had to
be evacuated. And then there was something about a tarantula
having baby spiders that spread around the school. Did those
legends really happen?”

He laughed: “Ah yes, I’m embarrassed to say yes, on all
three counts, but it was an Amazonian bird-eating spider,
which is actually much bigger than a tarantula. And I still have
nightmares about that poor raccoon. . . . And the fire—Mr.
Reedman at FDR will never let me forget about the fire. Actu-
ally, it was mostly smoke. . . .”

I said, “Well, you certainly make learning exciting—and
memorable—for the kids, and I really respect that. The spider
thing really gives me the creeps, though. I’ve never been much
of an outdoors person. Well—I guess nobody will accuse you
of being boring, which probably can’t be said about that many
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science teachers . . . or pastors either.” He smiled and shook his
head, looking down, as if remembering something. Then I
added, “I also remember admiring how you handled yourself
in that big controversy about the textbooks a few years back.
For a while you were a regular in the Howard County section
of the Sun. I was really impressed how you handled the science-
faith thing.”

He made a whistling sound and then wiped his forehead
with his hand, faking a sweaty brow: “Ah, 1996—don’t make me
think about 1996. A terrible year in my life, one I’d rather for-
get. I was caught between the fundamentalists, who didn’t want
me to teach about evolution, and the atheists, who didn’t want me
to admit that I believed in God! Nobody could accept that I
would do both, so I became everybody’s enemy. Mr. Reedman
told me that the hard thing about being a bridge is that you get
walked on from both ends. He was right about that!”

“Well,” I said, “you certainly earned my respect through
all that. I remember thinking that you were smarter and braver
and more articulate than I would have been. When Channel 5
did that feature on you, you were brilliant. I never dreamed I’d
actually get to meet you. Wow, some of those parents were
ruthless, though. . . .”

“Indeed, ruthless is a good word for it, on both sides ac-
tually. But to me,” he said, smiling, holding out his hands and
shrugging his shoulders, “it was a simple matter of intellectual
honesty. My faith has plenty of room for science, and my sci-
ence only strengthens my faith—and I guess that just flows out
of who I am.”

I smiled and responded, “Well, I find that pretty 
remarkable.”

He shook his head, and said, “No, no, no, I’m just . . .”
“You’re not ‘just’ anything! Here you are, a Ph.D. scientist

on the one hand, and on the other hand you come to an Amish
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Jellies concert—more for your love of your students than for
love of their music, I’m sure!”

He replied, “Well, I think the auditory nerve damage will
be temporary. . . .”

I joked back, “What’s that? I can’t quite hear you!” It was
a dumb line, but we both laughed anyway.

Then he held up a finger and said, “One thing, Dan. My
doctorate is not actually in science. It’s in the philosophy of sci-
ence. My undergraduate degree was in history. I came into high
school science teaching completely by accident, only because
Mr. Reedman couldn’t find a real science teacher and because I
couldn’t find a college or university with an opening in philos-
ophy of science. Actually, even though history and philosophy
are my first loves, I’ve learned a lot of science these last few
years. In fact, as a boy, I was incurably curious about the nat-
ural world—plants, animals, weather patterns. Jamaica’s a great
place for that, you know. So I love teaching science. And high
school students are . . . the best. So I have no complaints. Say,
would you like a cookie?”

I said sure, and we walked over to the blue card table and
grabbed a few Oreos. “Would you like to step outside? A little
quiet might help my nerve damage.”

“Sure,” I said, “although I imagine it’s still pretty hot out-
side.” By this time my daughter had left the auditorium too
and was huddled with a few friends across the lobby. I caught
her eye and motioned to her that I would be outside. She gave
me a subtle wave and went back to her huddle.

As we walked down the rec center’s front steps, Neo said,
“I could be wrong, Dan, but I had the feeling in there that you
really wanted to talk to me about something, and you were too
polite to bother me with your problems.”

“What? No. Well. No.” He had caught me completely off
guard.
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“Dan, I’m not a pastor like you, but I am a Christian. I
don’t mean to sound too mystical, but I think I felt the Holy
Spirit telling me that you need to talk about something.” He
sat down on the bottom step. I remained standing, leaning
against a wrought-iron stair rail, staring across the parking lot,
bouncing two Oreos in my hand.

“This is pretty weird. I really would like to talk, but . . .”
“But you’re not sure I’m safe?” he asked.
“Actually, I feel you are safe. It’s just that . . . well,” I

looked at my watch, “about an hour ago I was telling my wife
that I’m thinking about quitting the pastorate. The reason I
came over to talk to you in there was that I was thinking maybe
I could get a job as a high school teacher—you know, when I
leave. I was hoping you could give me some information about
. . . about pay, getting certified, that sort of thing.”

Then I sat down on the step next to Neo. He had his el-
bows on his knees again, and he turned toward me and said,
“We had a saying in Jamaica: ‘Sometime the peacock wish to
be the seagull.’ I guess it’s a way of saying that sometimes im-
portant people, public people, wish they could just be regular
people. It sounds like you could use a friend who will let you
down off the pedestal, to just be a regular chap.”

My eyes brimmed up again. I couldn’t talk, even though
now I wanted to.

Finally Neo spoke. Maybe he felt a little self-revelation
of his own would make it easier for me. He wasn’t speaking
directly to me; he could have been talking to the parking lot.
“I was born in a little town on the north coast, Port Maria.
When I was ten, we moved to Kingston, where my daddy
worked on the ships loading coffee, bananas, mangoes, all
going to Miami and New York City. When my daddy’s com-
pany wanted him to be a foreman in New York Harbor, we
were so excited and proud! It was 1956; I was twelve. My par-
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ents rented an apartment in Elizabeth, New Jersey, where there
were no other Jamaicans—mostly American blacks, Italian im-
migrants, and a few Puerto Ricans. All through school I felt
that I was so different—I didn’t really fit in anywhere; I could
never just be one of the fellows. I still feel that way, I suppose—
it’s the curse of being an island person. But one thing I’ve
learned: we’re all the same, all men, all people, even you min-
isters.” Then he turned toward me. “You don’t have to tell me
anything, but if you want to. . . .”

“No, I want to. It’s just a little hard to get used to . . .
being the one with the problem.”

He quickly lightened up, almost joking, playing with me:
“What is it? Do you have some fundamentalists after you? I’ve
been there, in the ‘textbook battles of ’96.’ If you’ve got some
fundies after you, I can sympathize!” He made me smile, almost
laugh, and after that it felt easier to talk.

“That’s not my problem, Neo,” I said. “I think I have the
opposite problem. I think I am a fundamentalist, or was, or
something.” I was joking, but only half-joking.

“Oh, that’s even worse!” he said, with such drama in his
voice that we both laughed.

In spite of my laugh, I was still controlling—barely—an
intense internal conflict. I wanted and needed to open up to
someone, but I felt like a kid holding a balloon that he’s blown
up but hasn’t tied yet. I was holding on, because if I let out all
that was bursting inside me, I didn’t know where things would
go. So I held on.

“It’s not so bad,” I said. “Maybe we can talk about it some
time.” Not full disclosure—but a concession in that direction.
It was all I could handle.

“No, don’t minimize it. Just consider me someone you
can talk to . . . anytime at all,” Neo said. And then we just sat
there for a full minute, neither of us talking.
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It was hot outside, and humid, typical for a Maryland
summer. But it was a quiet night, just crickets and the occa-
sional swoosh of a passing car and the muffled bass guitar from
the Jellies inside. I started eating another cookie.

Finally Neo said, “You know, I used to be a fundamen-
talist myself.”

I couldn’t tell if he was joking or serious. “Yeah? You?
Right.”

“No, in Port Maria, we belonged to the Brethren. You’ve
heard of them? Wonderful people. Then, in Kingston my father
joined a storefront Pentecostal church. My mother couldn’t stand
it; she would walk to a Presbyterian church in our neighborhood,
but my brother and I would go with my dad. Ah, Dan, how those
Pentecostal preachers could shout! They’d shout and we’d yell
amen, amen! and they’d sweat and we’d sweat too, and they’d
tell us we were sinners and that we needed to repent and we’d say
yes Lord, yes Lord, and we’d wave our fans to cool ourselves
off—those were the days before air conditioners—and when
we’d leave, we all felt wonderful.”

“So it worked for you?” I asked. “Then how, or why, did
you become an Episcopalian? That’s quite a change.”

“Let’s just say I’ve been through quite a few changes along
the way.”

“Apparently,” I responded. “You even attend Amish Jel-
lies concerts!” He laughed and said, “Well, believe me, the
Jellies aren’t typical storefront church material—or Episcopal
concert material either.” I half-joked, “You liberal Episcopalians
prefer soft jazz, right?”

Neo looked over at me—I couldn’t tell if he grew sud-
denly a little more serious or if he was playing with me: “Dan,
may I ask what makes you so sure I’m liberal?” With his accent,
that was a three-syllable word.
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I noticed his change in tone and felt apologetic as I said,
“Well, I guess I just assumed . . .”

“Because I’m Episcopalian or because I’m black?” he 
interrupted.

I wanted to say, “It was because of the textbook thing and
the fact that you believe in evolution,” but he continued before
I could say anything: “Either way, Dan, I’ve found that liberals
can be fundamentalists too. Liberals are often just fundamen-
talists with a different set of beliefs. Not all of them, but many.
Anyway, I don’t dislike fundamentalists, taken individually—
they tend to be pretty nice folks. Get them together in a group
though, and I get nervous. I start to twitch and break out in
a rash.”

I was still trying to mention the textbook controversy, but
I was so struck by what he’d said about liberals being funda-
mentalists sometimes too that I sort of interrupted myself and
said, “No, it was . . . wow . . . that’s well put. I’ve felt the same
way. Not bad taken individually, but as a group. . . . And I
guess you’re right, there could be fundamentalist liberals too.
I never really heard it said that way before.”

Neo said, “My pastor at Saint Tim’s tells me that I have the
spiritual gift of putting into words things people already know
but didn’t know they know—or didn’t want to know. On several
occasions I’ve offered to return the gift to the Lord. . . . It’s not
always a pleasant job. People often don’t thank you for it.”

“I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t appreciate it,” I said.
“I think you have a wonderful gift.” We sat there for a few min-
utes, listening to crickets, watching the occasional car go by. I
guess it was obvious that I didn’t really want to talk about my
situation any more than I had, so Neo changed the subject him-
self, quite graciously, really. He stood up and pointed out Orion
and Cassiopeia, visible even through the wash of the parking lot
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lights. He told me how many light-years away they were (I’ve
forgotten the number) and began telling me about the speed at
which they were moving away from us but then stopped
abruptly and apologized for giving me a science lecture. I told
him I was interested, and so he went back to the science lesson.
(He was obviously comfortable in the teaching mode. If he wasn’t
so interesting, it could have been annoying.) He talked about
the red shift and cosmic background radiation and then some-
thing about muons, which I’d never heard of before.

After a few minutes, I interrupted and said, “You’re better
than one of those nature shows on cable TV.”

He laughed and apologized again. “Those are my favorite
shows! I watch them all! Ah, but I guess summers are hard on
us extroverted teachers,” he said. “By mid-July we’ll walk up to
people on the street and give them a lecture, we’re so desperate
to hear ourselves talk!”

I again said that I was intrigued, and meant it. But it was
getting late and I had three kids to drop off and my sermon
needed a bit more work, so I looked at my watch and said, “To-
morrow’s a workday for me, so I need to find my daughter and
hit the road. But I’m wondering, Neo . . . I don’t know if you’d
have time for this, but as I said, I’d like to find out a bit more
about the teaching profession, you know, practicalities like cer-
tification and pay and benefits, that sort of thing. Might you
have some time in the next couple of weeks to get together?”

He answered, still appearing embarrassed about being so
talkative: “Well, my loquaciousness tonight suggests I am
starved for human contact, so I would be most honored to get
together.”

I pulled out my pocket schedule book to write it down,
and he pulled out his Palm Pilot. Like most PDA users, he
couldn’t resist showing his unit to me and telling me how won-
derful it was. He entered my name and phone number, and we

c01.qxd  2/26/08  7:33 PM  Page 14



Sometime the Peacock Wish to Be the Seagull 15

agreed to meet the following Saturday at a bagel place in
Greenbelt, where he assured me the coffee was pretty good. He
made me promise to say hello to Jess as we parted. I thanked
him for the time, and when I shook his hand, he added some
gesture with the fingers and a kind of knuckle-to-knuckle
punch—something that I’d seen high school students do. I re-
member thinking, Odd, he must look at me like one of the kids.

I woke up Carol when I got home and told her the whole
story about meeting Neo. She said, “Thank God. Maybe he
can help you look into teaching.” I lay in bed a long time with-
out falling asleep. I think Carol was awake too.
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Eat Bagels?
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the next weekend when I met Neo, we enjoyed a few
bagels and cups of coffee (much better than the rec center
brew), talked about my daughter’s chances for a soccer scholar-
ship, and reviewed our summer travel plans. (He had put on a
lot of miles already that summer—including a trip to Seattle,
where his parents now lived, and then a two-week stint escort-
ing his church youth group to Guatemala for a short-term mis-
sion trip.)

When I turned the subject to life as a high school teacher,
though, he put up his hand and said, “Just a minute, Dan. Be-
fore we go there, you must tell me more about why you’re think-
ing of leaving ministry. I’d hate to be aiding and abetting a Jonah,
you know, fleeing the work of the Lord. I think the church
would be impoverished to lose yet another leader like you.”

“ ‘Yet another’ leader? What do you mean?” I asked.
“It’s just that, well, I have heard of quite a few pastors

quitting in the last few years. It would be a shame if you left too,

c02.qxd  2/26/08  7:35 PM  Page 16



Entering That Awkward Age, or Does Jonah Eat Bagels? 17

unless it was absolutely necessary,” Neo replied. “Do you really
feel you have no option but to leave your career, your calling?”
He was looking right at me. We had both stopped eating.

I saw no way of getting the information I wanted with-
out a partial disclosure, so I decided to let a little air out of the
balloon I was holding inside. Just a little though. I told him I
was tired, tired of all the church politics, tired of the constant
criticism, tired of having to fight for every little change, tired
of working for so many people who think they could do what
I do better than me, who just don’t understand. “I guess I
sound like I’m feeling sorry for myself,” I said.

“It’s understandable. Your problems remind me of the
story of Moses,” Neo replied. “Leadership is hard. But I think
there must be even more to it than that.”

Neo apparently saw through my partial disclosure. At
that moment, I remember deciding, “OK, I’ll just let go. . . .
I’ll just let the pent-up balloon of emotion inside me escape.” I
leaned forward and spoke quietly, almost whispering: “You’re
right. Leadership is hard, but it’s next to impossible when the
leader isn’t sure of where he’s going.”

“Yes?” he said, intoning a question.
I answered his question with a question. “What does a

pastor do when he’s having questions and doubts of his own?
Can he stand up in his pulpit and say, ‘Brothers and sisters, for
the past three months, God hasn’t seemed real to me. I have
faith that God will seem real to me again in the future, but to
be honest, God doesn’t seem real to me today’? What does a
pastor do when he questions the stock answers he’s supposed
to be convincing others of?”

Neo pressed his lips together, squinted his eyes, and nod-
ded his head, as if to say, “Go on.”

And then it all flowed out: “Remember when I told
you—at the concert, out on the front step—that I felt like a
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fundamentalist? Well, I feel like a fundamentalist who’s losing
his grip—whose fundamentals are cracking and fraying and
falling apart and slipping through my fingers. It’s like I thought
I was building my house on rock, but it turned out to be ice,
and now global warming has hit, and the ice is melting and
everything is crumbling. That’s scary, you know? I went to sem-
inary right out of college, and it was great, and I thought I was
getting the truth, you know, the whole truth and nothing but
the truth. Now I’ve been a pastor for fourteen years, and for
this last year or so I feel like I’m running out of gas. It’s not just
burnout. It’s more like I’m losing my faith—well, not exactly
that, but I feel that I’m losing the whole framework for my
faith. You know, I keep pushing everything into these little cub-
byholes, these little boxes, the little systems I got in seminary
and even before that—in Sunday school and summer camp
and from my parents. But life is too messy to fit. And I’m sup-
posed to be preaching the truth, but I’m not even sure what the
truth is anymore, and—that’s it, really—I just feel dishonest
whenever I try to preach. I used to love to preach, but now
every time—well, maybe not every time, but quite often—
when I start to prepare a sermon, it’s agonizing and . . . and
people come to me with their problems and I used to be so sure
of what to say but now I try to act confident but I don’t know.
The only thing I’m confident about is that I don’t have all the
answers anymore. I’m sorry. I’m not making any sense.”

“No, you’re making more sense than you realize,” he said,
and then he started working on me. I felt like I did when I’d
gone to a chiropractor a few years before. He was probing here,
pushing there, poking, stretching. Are you feeling depressed,
maybe suicidal? Not seriously, not at all. Is your marriage OK?
Are you having moral problems? No real problems there, thank
God. Are you working too many hours? How many? Maybe fifty,
fifty-five—that’s not really it. Are you afraid to tell your people
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what you’re really thinking? Yes, I feel that all the time. Do you
feel trapped by your profession, like you have to choose between
your own personal pursuit of truth and the requirement to give an
orthodox sermon every Sunday? Yes, yes, exactly. Do you some-
times feel that your seminary professors are looking over your shoul-
der and scolding you? Every day. Are you struggling with some
specific doctrines or theological positions? Yes, several. Do you
have anyone to talk to about all this? Well, there’s my wife,
Carol. But it really upsets her to see me questioning. Anyone
else? No. Nobody.

After about ten minutes of this kind of rapid-fire ques-
tioning, he said, “I think I understand your problem.”

“What is it, doc?” I asked, half-referring to the chiroprac-
tor in my memory.

“Daniel, I think you’re suffering from an immigration
problem, something I have a bit of experience with, you know?
You have a modern faith, a faith you developed in your home-
land of modernity. But you’re immigrating to a new land, a
postmodern world. You feel like you don’t fit in either world.
You can’t decide whether to settle in a little ghetto or to move
out into the new land. But you can’t make the transition to the
other side alone. You need a sponsor—someone who has al-
ready settled and acclimated, who can help you do the same.”

Neo was holding out his hands, as if to say, “There it is!
Plain and simple!” But I had no idea what Neo’s little analogy
meant. Modern faith . . . I took that as a compliment, the oppo-
site of archaic or outdated. Postmodern world, transition, im-
migration, ghetto—what? I’d read an article on postmodern
architecture in an airplane once, and I’d heard some radio
preachers using the term as a synonym for bad. (Lately, I was
reacting to radio preachers in a kind of inverse proportion, so
that association made me more interested.) “You lost me.” I
said. “New land? Immigration?”
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Neo reached into his sports jacket pocket looking for a
pen. (Before that day, I had only seen him in that gray suit, so
a sports jacket seemed like a major step toward informality.)
There was no pen to be found in any of his pockets. “Since I
started using my Palm,” he said, “I don’t even carry a pen any-
more. . . .”

“Here’s one,” I said, and he took it.
“Dan, I think I told you my first love is history. Do you

mind if I give you a little history lesson?” I said no, and he
cleared away the paper plate and crumbs from his placemat and
wrote one word: history. What follows is my best recollection
of what he said (with a few of my interruptions in brackets),
scribbling notes on his restaurant place mat, and when it was
filled, on mine too. If this sounds a little too much like a lec-
ture (I remember feeling that I was being given an entertain-
ing performance, actually), a little less than fully spontaneous,
just remember that Neo is an educator to the bone. It’s hard to
turn that teacherly style off, even during summer vacation (we
pastors have that problem too, between Sundays). At any rate,
even though I can’t fully convey the animated way he presented
what he called his “little history lesson,” I think you’ll see why
this breakfast meeting captured my interest and set the stage
for some of the most stimulating conversations of my life.

Dan, you know I teach high school, but let’s imagine
we’re back in fifth-grade social studies class. We’re sitting in the
back row, and the teacher is up front pointing to an outline on
the chalkboard with an official pointer—remember those? I
still actually use one—maple stick, black rubber tip. “History
began,” she says, “with the ability to write history.” [Neo would
click into a full-blown Jamaican accent whenever he quoted the
teacher.] We have no idea what she means, but that isn’t unusual.

“Before history,” she says—and we wonder, How can there
be anything before history?—“there was prehistory, the time be-
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fore man could write his story. Man was an illiterate, uncivi-
lized, hunter-gatherer, stalking saber-toothed tigers and giant
ground sloths with crude spears, killing mastodons with rough
clubs.” Then she writes words like Paleolithic and Neolithic on
the chalkboard, and we copy them into our tablets, knowing
nothing more about them than that they’ll probably be on the
spelling test.

[As Neo created this scenario, he was gesturing with his
long, thin arms, acting it all out, like a stand-up comic. I was
cracking up. I thought to myself, This guy would make a great
actor or comedian . . . or preacher.]

The teacher continues, “The first great period in
human history, the Ancient World”—hear two taps of maple
pointer on chalkboard—“stretched from 2500 B.C. to about
A.D. 500. It was the age of the first historic civilizations: the
Sumerian, Egyptian, Babylonian, Assyrian, Greek, and
Roman empires.” She draws a horizontal line on the board
[which Neo drew on the placemat], scribbles up a few words,
and continues.

“Then came the second great period, the Medieval
World, from about A.D. 500 with the collapse of the Roman
Empire, to about 1500, with the collapse of feudalism.” Hav-
ing no idea what feudalism means, we copy it from the board
anyway because it looks like another spelling-test word for sure.
Our teacher explains, “During this time, the church and Chris-
tianity dominated Western Europe. It was the age of castles and
monasteries, lords and serfs. Then, from A.D. 1500 to the pres-
ent, we have the Modern World, the age of reason and science.”
By now, her line looks like this:

Prehistory Ancient
World

Medieval
World

Modern
World

2500 B.C. + A.D. 500 A.D. 1500
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That’s where our teacher stops, but that is where I must
begin. I raise my hand, and the teacher says, “Yes, Neil,” and
I ask permission to come to the board. [Neo really seemed to
be enjoying this. I could imagine him acting this scenario out
in front of an audience and really hamming it up more than
the confines of our corner of the bagel shop would allow.]
“May I?” I ask her. And I hold out my hands. She drops a
piece of chalk in one hand and puts the maple pointer in the
other. The first thing I do is extend her timeline toward the
right, like this. . . . Then I have to tell our class something
even more nonsensical at first glance than “prehistory”:
namely, that there is something after the modern world—a
postmodern world. To speak this way, we have to stop thinking
of modern as “now,” and we have to distance ourselves from the
“now” we have grown up in and think of it as a “then,” a pe-
riod in the past. I add to her diagram so that it looks like this:

[At this point, Neo dropped the classroom simulation and
spoke directly to me.] Now Dan, this is where the prefix post-
is so helpful. Think of post- as applied to the word pubescent—
something you as a parent and I as a teacher deal with a lot. Pu-
berty is a period of life children experience, and after it, they are
never children again (at least, not biologically). To be postpubes-
cent means to have passed through puberty, to have been changed
by it, and by virtue of having experienced it, to be now differ-
ent, to be postpubescent: no longer a child; now an adolescent.

Similarly, to be postmodern doesn’t imply being anti-
modern or nonmodern, and it is certainly different from

Prehistory Ancient
World

Medieval
World

Modern
World

2500 B.C. + A.D. 500 A.D. 1500

Postmodern
World

A.D. 2000
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being premodern (though it is similar in some ways). To be
postmodern means to have experienced the modern world and
to have been changed by the experience—changed to such a
degree that one is no longer modern. I guess if you think of
hormones as what change a child into a teenager, you could
think of modernity bathing us in its hormones too.

[At this point, without a word, Neo scribbled out ten
phrases—which I have italicized—on my placemat; it was as if
he had them memorized, although I think he was actually mak-
ing them up on the spot. I asked him if this was a lecture he
had given somewhere, and he said no, but it was a lecture he had
imagined giving many times and was just waiting for a chance
like this to test it out. “You’re my trial run,” he said. After writ-
ing the sentences, he went back and explained them.]

Now this is a gross oversimplification, Dan. If my pro-
fessors from graduate school heard me telling you this, they
would probably strip me of my degrees. And it’s a completely
Eurocentric version of the story as well, but I guess that’s part
of the point. Anyway, you must understand that I’m painting
with very broad strokes here, speaking very broadly, OK? [I said
of course, no problem.]

1. First, modernity was an era of conquest and control. From
Columbus and his fellow Western European explorers (in Span-
ish, they were called conquistadores, “conquerors”) in 1492, the
modern era meant conquest of the entire world by Western Eu-
ropean philosophy, Western European culture, Western European
languages, Western European economies, Western European re-
ligions, and Western European technology. Nature was con-
quered, native peoples were conquered—especially people of
color like my ancestors—and a thousand problems (from bad
breath to syphilis) were eventually conquered too. Of course, once
you’ve conquered something, you need to keep it conquered,
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which means controlled. As a result, modern people have dedi-
cated themselves to controlling people, results, risks, economies,
experiments, profit margins, variables, nature, even weather. Got
it? [I nodded my head and he moved on.]

2. It was the age of the machine. Mechanization has been the
unspoken goal of the modern world. Not surprisingly, for modern
folk, the universe itself came to be seen as a vast machine, con-
trolled by an engineer-God, and ultimately, modern folk them-
selves became small cogs in the machine, machines themselves.

3. It was an age of analysis. If the universe is an intelligi-
ble machine—and science is the master screwdriver to take it
apart—then analysis is the ultimate form of thought, the uni-
versal screwdriver. By taking wholes or effects apart into smaller
and smaller parts or causes, each of which becomes understand-
able, analysis renders the universe both knowable and control-
lable. The fact that to us thinking and analyzing seem to be
synonymous suggests how successful modernity has been at
marginalizing all other forms of thought—imagination, intu-
ition, pattern recognition, systems thinking, and so on. [I was
still nodding my head, but the new ideas were coming slightly
faster than I could process them.]

4. It was the age of secular science. We can hardly conceive
of a nonscientific worldview, which tells us how pervasive and
invasive modern science has become; in fact, you can’t say “non-
scientific” without it sounding like an insult. With mechanistic
and scientific views of the universe gaining hegemony and an-
alytical minds swearing unyielding antipathy toward any invin-
cible mystery that couldn’t be broken down into controllable
parts (God, for instance), nation-states and their cultures rose
above ecclesiastical influence. It’s no wonder that religion was
scurrying in retreat in the modern era, fleeing the exterminat-
ing gas of modern science and secularism, like cockroaches from
an apartment building. Perhaps religion could survive in the
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hidden corners of the private sector, but in the public sector it
was seen by the scientific establishment as a dirty embarrass-
ment, unsanitary, unwelcome, gauche. Do you follow me? [I
nodded my head and said, partly lying, “Yes, this makes sense.”]

5. It was an age aspiring to absolute objectivity, which, we
believed, would yield absolute certainty and knowledge. In
modernity, the ultimate intelligibility of the universe was as-
sumed. What was still unknown was ultimately knowable. Also
assumed was the highest faith in human reason to replace all
mysteries with comprehension, superstition with fact, ignorance
with information, and subjective religious faith with objective
truth. As a result, in modern times, narrative, poetry, and the arts
in general (which yield softer, more impressionistic returns than
science, math, or engineering) took a back seat, or else they were
asked to leave the car entirely to hitchhike on their own. Or they
were brought along for their entertainment value but generally
not as serious “front-seat” colleagues in the search for truth.

6. It was a critical age. If you believe that you absolutely,
objectively know the absolute, objective truth, and you know
this with absolute certainty, then of course you must debunk
anyone who sees differently from you. Besides, in an age of
conquest, if your ideas don’t win, they lose. So the modern age
was an age of debate, dialectic, argument, and discussion. Have
you read Peter Senge’s book The Fifth Discipline? No? Great
book. He says that discussion, as opposed to dialogue or con-
versation, suggests a more aggressive, win-lose style of commu-
nication, more closely related (etymologically) to percussion and
concussion. As a result, the views of others must be critically rel-
ativized, debunked, and reduced by one’s own views.1 One of
the most critically satisfying phrases in the modern era was the
reductionist phrase “nothing but,” as in “That’s nothing but
a Freudian Electra complex at work” or “That’s nothing but a
typical Marxist class struggle” or “That’s nothing but a result
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of Darwinian evolution” or “His beliefs are nothing but super-
stition.” Ah, how we moderns love to eviscerate our opponents
with a verbal slash like that!

7. It was the age of the modern nation-state and organi-
zation. Since the collapse of the medieval world, modernity has
been the story of organization and reorganization, from the as-
sembly line to the picket line to the party line. Organization
grew hand in hand with urbanism, since larger and larger ag-
gregations of human beings required more and more organiz-
ing. “Man” himself became “organization man.”

8. It was the age of individualism. As mechanistic organ-
izations pursued conquest and control, communities were disin-
tegrated, leaving their smallest constituent parts—individuals—
disconnected and hanging in midair. The modern era moved in-
exorably from a focus on “we” to a focus on “me.” Never have
individuals been so “free” of all social constraint and connection
as they are in late modernity. Not surprisingly, never have they
felt so alienated and isolated.

9. It was the age of Protestantism and institutional reli-
gion. Where religion most thrived in the modern world, it was
in its most institutional forms and its most Protestant forms
(protesting not just Catholicism but medievalism and premod-
ernism in general).

10. It was the age of consumerism, an age when people
often quoted the maxim “Money can’t buy happiness” but sel-
dom acted as if they believed it. The market economy led to
freedom from the feudal system, but it has become a powerful
lord in its own right. [Neo leaned toward me now and spoke
in a lowered voice.] I mean, just look at all the people in this
shop. Most of them are wearing T-shirts with corporate logos
on them. That always amazes me: people pay companies for
the privilege of advertising their products!
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Now, Dan, can you imagine how a society could bathe
in these ten hormones long enough for it to reach a state where
it couldn’t continue on in its current form but would transform
itself into something new? And can you imagine what happens
to the church, the whole Christian enterprise, when it has so
thoroughly accommodated to modernity—so much so that it
has no idea of any way Christianity could exist other than a
modern way? Do you follow me?

I said I thought so, but I was lying. Really, my head was
swimming. I think he’d lost me with his second or third state-
ment. Anyway, Neo then wrote the prefix post- sideways on
the edge of the placemat and drew an arrow from it to each
word or phrase. He then said, “In the postmodern world, we
become postconquest, postmechanistic, postanalytical, post-
secular, postobjective, postcritical, postorganizational, postin-
dividualistic, post-Protestant, and postconsumerist.” Then he
asked, “Do you see what this means for us as modern Western
Christians?”

Again, I felt overwhelmed with all this, but I don’t like
looking stupid, so I responded: “Let me see if I’m following
you up to this point. You’re saying that back in fifth grade, we
couldn’t conceive of anything before history: to us, history was
the past. These days, it’s hard for us to conceive of anything
after modernity: to us, modernity is simply the present, now.
But if you’re right, Neo, modernity isn’t ‘now’ for many of us,
and it won’t be ‘now’ for any of us much longer. You’re saying
that modernity has worked on us as a civilization (and the
world) for long enough to propel us into something postmod-
ern, just as puberty propels us into something new, different
in many ways, exciting, and even a little scary at times. It
sounds like I really have to understand postmodernism. I’ve
heard people talk about it, mostly to say that it’s something
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evil on the horizon that must be opposed at all costs. Can you
explain postmodernism as a philosophy to me?”

Neo replied: “I could, but I’m not sure it’s necessary. We
could go there if you want. You may have already noticed, per-
haps with relief, that I’ve tried here to describe postmodernity
without once mentioning Foucault, Derrida, Rorty, Fish, Bau-
drillard, or any of the other great philosophical lights of post-
modernism. That omission is intentional: I believe it possible
to describe postmodernity—the broad culture defined by its hav-
ing moved beyond modernity—without having to go too
deeply into postmodernism as a philosophy. That’s not to say
that understanding postmodernism is unimportant or uninter-
esting. It’s just that [Neo looked over at my watch] it’s almost
lunchtime already, and I don’t want to keep you all day.”

Neo said that if I were interested, he could recommend
a few books on the more philosophical side of things.

He also offered his personal opinion—that whatever
postmodern philosophy is, it is still in its infancy. Defining it
is premature. Just as modernity took nearly two centuries to
find its full expression in Enlightenment rationalism, Neo
thought we’re at least a few decades from anything close to a
mature expression of postmodern philosophy. He said that in
a new philosophy’s early stages, it tends to be negative—to
focus on what’s wrong with the prevailing school of thought.
It takes some time for the phase that deconstructs the prevail-
ing view to give way to a phase where a new view is articulated,
a new vision is proposed. He said we aren’t in that phase yet,
as far as he could see.

Then he added this: “My personal hunch is that there
may not ever be a single dominating, monolithic postmodern
philosophy, but rather that postmodern philosophy itself may
be a pluralistic umbrella making room for many diverse philo-
sophical voices within it. But that’s just a hunch.
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“Well, I must have exhausted you with this Saturday
morning lecture. So much terminology, too many big words. I
usually have a bell ringing to shut me up, but not today. I’m so
sorry for carrying on like this. . . .”

I told him that no apology was necessary. I wondered,
though, how he had learned all of this. He answered, “When
I went for my doctorate in the late eighties, I had little interest
in science. I meant to study philosophy, the philosophy of reli-
gion, actually, but in my first graduate seminar I came across a
Hungarian philosopher named Michael Polanyi. He had been
a chemist just after World War II, and before I knew it, Polanyi
had captivated me and led me into the philosophy of science.
From Polanyi I went to Heidegger, and from Heidegger I
found myself reading the postmodernists. Through Polanyi I
stumbled into this fascinating frontier where philosophy, his-
tory, theology, and science meet.”

I had heard of Heidegger but not Polanyi. I told him I was
fascinated by all this and hoped we could talk more about this
in the future. But I still wanted to ask my questions about high
school teaching, which he had completely pushed aside. He
said he would be delighted to get together again and pulled out
his PDA. After fooling with it for a few minutes he was ready,
and we set up our next appointment. I had to do some travel-
ing, and he had a lot of duties getting ready for the new school
year—especially the soccer season—so it would be about a
month before we could meet again. He recommended we take
a walk along the old C&O Canal near the Potomac River, less
than an hour’s drive from each of our homes.

When I got home it was about noon. Carol was obvi-
ously trying to restrain her curiosity and enthusiasm about my
meeting with Neo, but I could hardly finish a sentence before
she had another question. She felt that Neo was a godsend,
quite literally. Whether or not he would help me work through
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my theological problems or help me get a job as a teacher, I
shared Carol’s feeling that something good was at hand.

“Do you think,” I asked her, “that maybe this is why I’ve
felt so burned out for this last year or so? Could it be because
I’ve been feeling what Neo’s talking about but just didn’t have
the words for it?”

I cut the lawn that afternoon. As I went back and forth
pushing the mower, I was also going back and forth in my
mind—staying in the pastorate, leaving to become a teacher
. . . modern, postmodern . . . Atlanta, New Mexico.
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since my college days, I’ve kept a journal, a rough mix of
prayers, thoughts, quotes, and reflections. It’s become a kind
of tradition for me to use those classic drugstore composition
books with the cheap marbled black-and-white cardboard cov-
ers. I think I have an archive of thirty of them stowed in a box
in my basement. When I got home from the bagel shop, I
taped the placemats with Neo’s scribbles on them into my cur-
rent journal, folded so that I could open them for future refer-
ence. In the days and weeks that followed, I kept going back
to that breakfast conversation and Neo’s notes and diagrams.

AUGUST 22
Still processing yesterday’s breakfast. If Neo is right, all
that we currently understand being a Christian to be
has been conditioned by our being modern. All of our
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theologies (at least, all of our Roman Catholic and
Protestant ones) are basically modern, having been cre-
ated in the modern world. I can imagine that my
Catholic friends would say that their theology predates
modernity. But couldn’t they agree that while their me-
dieval and even ancient structures may have been main-
tained (for better or worse), Catholic theology took a
turn for the modern with the Counter-Reformation and
the Council of Trent and hasn’t turned back since? True,
they may in many ways be less modern than their Protes-
tant counterparts, but they’re probably more modern
than they think.

And I guess my Protestant friends would be livid
right about now, saying things like “We’re not modern—
we’re biblical! We believe in ‘sola Scriptura’! We follow
the New Testament!” But couldn’t they agree that the
way they read the Bible, the way they feel the need to
put a sola in front of Scriptura, the way they follow the
New Testament may possibly themselves be modern
ways? The very terms of their protest against the me-
dieval version of Roman Catholicism—could they imag-
ine this?—could be themselves an engine of modernity
inherent in their identity. That would be especially true
if “modern” really means “postmedieval.” God, help me,
because I’m not sure where this thinking leads. Please
guide me, Lord. It was hard to preach this morning with
all this going on in my mind!

AUGUST 25
I have to keep reminding myself: it’s not that modern is
bad and postmodern is good. No doubt there are seeds
of evil in postmodernity just as there are in modernity. I
remember hearing a saying somewhere that he who mar-
ries the spirit of the age is sure to be a widow in the next.
Give us a century or two of postmodernity, and we’ll see
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its fatal flaws as clearly as those of modernity are becom-
ing to us now. It’s not a matter of good versus bad. It’s a
matter of appropriate versus inappropriate. This is espe-
cially true in our mission as Christians. I think of Paul
in 1 Corinthians 9, saying that he’ll become whatever he
has to—Jewish or Gentile, educated or simple—in order
to effectively convey the good news. Today maybe he’d
say, “To the moderns I became modern, and to the post-
moderns I became postmodern, so that by all appropri-
ate means I could help people find Christ.” But would
he pretend to be postmodern to then try to convert non-
Christians to a modern version of Christianity? Can
there even be such a thing as a postmodern version? Is it
possible to have a faith that transcends the historical sit-
uation we find ourselves in?

Reading over what I just wrote, I wonder if what
I said about “it’s a matter of appropriate versus inappro-
priate” is really the whole story. I wonder if I’m under-
emphasizing the ways that modernity twisted and
deformed the Christian message. This is complicated.
God, this is a little scary. Help me figure this out.

AUGUST 31
Lord, I’ve been thinking more about how my version of
Christianity is modern. I wonder how its modernity is
distorting my understanding of you. For example, I was
thinking about the statement “God is in control.” I know
that the question of what that statement means has been
under hot debate in recent years, with the “openness of
God” camp suggesting new interpretations and tradition-
alists crying “heresy” in response. Now I realize that this
debate really reflects some thinking people questioning
their own modernity, not your ultimate power. At any
rate, what does “God is in control” really mean to people
today? I am almost certain that we cannot consider the
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word control without thinking of it mechanistically. In
other words, for you to be in control means to make
something happen your way, the way an operator oper-
ates a machine, flipping switches, turning gears, pressing
buttons, causing effects that cause other effects. I think
it is almost impossible for us to consider control mean-
ing anything else.

But then I consider this: before the modern world,
there were no complex machines. There were no switches
to flip, buttons to push, or gears to grind. If I recall cor-
rectly, some of the first complex machines, clocks, were
beginning to be developed in the 1300s, but it wasn’t
until the harnessing of the pendulum for clock technol-
ogy in the early 1600s that modern machines really be-
came commonplace. So God, whatever a person in
ancient biblical times would have meant by saying “God
is in control” (if he would have said such a thing at all) it
is almost certainly very different from what we mean
today. For him, your control was associated with farmers
controlling animals or parents controlling children or per-
haps a king controlling subjects—all very different from
an operator controlling a machine “like clockwork.” So
if we say the Bible speaks of you being in control (a word
that doesn’t even appear in the old King James Version,
according to my concordance), we run the risk of import-
ing and imposing all our modern conceptions of clock-
work, operation, mechanism onto you. We end up
thinking of you in a way that may really distort both your
nature and our situation in relation to you. In one way,
Lord, this makes me want to praise you, because many of
our intellectual problems with faith, like the whole issue
of how evil can exist in your universe, seem to disappear
or shrink when we step outside the mechanistic model.
In other words, if a company designs a plane and it
crashes due to design failure, we hold the designer liable.
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Or if a person drives a car drunk and kills a pedestrian,
we hold the driver responsible. In both cases, the machine
designer or operator is the only sentient being capable of
being held responsible. But if a parent raises a child with
all appropriate guidance and the child grows up and re-
jects his parents’ teaching and commits a crime, we don’t
hold the parent responsible in the same way. So I can see
how limiting ourselves as moderns to a mechanistic view
of the universe—and of you—really creates problems for
us. Forgive us, Lord, for judging you according to our
own incomplete paradigms.

SEPTEMBER 1
Neo’s thinking is really infecting me. I feel like I’ve been
invaded by a computer virus that’s corrupting all my
data—or at least re-organizing my data. The last day or
two I’ve been thinking of another example of how our
whole approach to Christianity is so conditioned by
modernity. What do we think of when we think of theol-
ogy? We think of Latinate terms like omnipotence, om-
nipresence, and immutability. We think of an analytical
outline, where theology is divided up into many other
“ologies”: soteriology, hamartiology, eschatology, and so
on. It’s a dissection of God—a “theosection.” It strikes me
how rare these kinds of words, outlines, and dissective
ways of thinking are in the Bible, which preoccupies itself
with earthy stories rather than airy abstractions, wild po-
etry rather than tidy systems, personal and contextual let-
ters rather than timeless, absolute pronouncements or
propositions. I have often wondered, Why doesn’t the
Bible consist of an ordered schema, like the average cur-
riculum of a seminary? Of course, I’m not against our sys-
tematic theologies. I’m beginning to see them as an artifact
of worship from the modern era, no less sincere or mag-
nificent than medieval cathedrals—in fact, you could call
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them modern conceptual cathedrals. Rather than con-
demning, I am simply noticing that our systematic theolo-
gies are themselves a modern phenomenon. Medieval
theologians had different questions, concerns, and ap-
proaches; so did ancient ones and biblical writers and char-
acters. (I was tempted to write “biblical theologians,” but
I’m not sure there were any, at least not as we conceive of
them—again, I seek not to criticize but simply to observe.)

SEPTEMBER 7
After rereading the last few entries, this thought strikes
me: it’s not only our ways of thinking about God and
Christianity and life that show the DNA of modernity.
All of our “Christian” institutions—seminaries, radio sta-
tions, denominations, Bible studies, and so on—are in
fact modern inventions. Within the world of the church,
almost every influence is a modern one.

Meanwhile, step outside the church, and more and
more cultural influences are postmodern. To Christians
steeped in modernity, to move toward postmodernity can
only look like “worldliness,” declension, decline, sliding
away from the truth as they know it. If people start ac-
cepting this new way of thinking, I wonder if they’ll be
tried as heretics by the existing Christian institutions.
God, as I write that sentence, I feel a chill of cowardice
creep up my neck. I can’t tell if I’m being insubordinate
in exploring these thoughts or if I need courage to go far-
ther. I feel that I may be falling away from my faith. But
then again, if I hold back from honestly pursuing the
truth, wouldn’t that be pulling away from you—even
worse? If I let go of or loosen my grip on some things I’ve
never before doubted, will I fall away from you? Or could
I actually find myself falling into you? Guide me, please,
Holy Spirit. Jesus said you would guide us into all truth.
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Between journal entries, I was asked to speak at a Chris-
tian education conference in Virginia Beach, about four hours
away (at least five with traffic). It was an annual early Septem-
ber weekend gathering of highly committed Sunday school
teachers and small group leaders, mostly laypeople, who wanted
to sharpen their skills as teachers and leaders—a kind of kick-
off for the new school year. While there, I realized how much
Neo’s thinking had already affected (or infected) me.

I was asked to be on a panel with a Christian author-
educator whom I respect a great deal. (“Respect” is an under-
statement: a recent book of his was one of the best books I’ve
ever read.) I felt outclassed just to be on the same platform as
this fellow. The panel was called “Ministry in the New Millen-
nium,” a trendy topic in 1999.

The moderator’s first question went something like this:
“What do you foresee in the new century for us as committed
Christians? Are you optimistic or pessimistic?” The author-
educator responded first with something like this: “I see dark
days ahead. We stand at the brink of a pagan revival. It will be
harder than ever to be a Christian.”

When my turn came to answer, I was bursting inside. I
had to say that I saw it very differently; I felt that we were po-
tentially on the verge of a genuine spiritual awakening and that
God was every bit as active as any darker forces. I saw the col-
lapse of modernity as opening the door for fresh spiritual ex-
plorations. True, I said, the spiritual resurgence that I see
brewing is unconventional and even irreverent at times, largely
developing outside the boundaries of our institutional religion.
But that to me says more about the rigidity of our institutions
than the darkness of the current spiritual resurgence; it says
more about our old wineskins than about the quality of the
new wine fermenting around us. I said that I felt the modern,
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mechanistic view of the universe was cracking, and in those
cracks, some seeds of faith could grow.

My panel partner replied by giving anecdotal evidence
for his concern: he had been sitting in traffic at a red light re-
cently in his hometown of Wheaton, Illinois, and saw two
objects hanging from the rear-view mirror in the car next to
his: a Christian crucifix and a Native American dream catcher.
To my colleague, this represented syncretism, a Samaritan mix
of Christianity with a pagan religion, a slide away from true
Christianity, a portent of dark days ahead, a sure sign of pagan
revival.

I responded, “I would interpret that scene very differ-
ently. My guess would be that this driver respects Christianity
but finds something lacking in the modern version that we
have presented him with. If he is a postmodern person, the
modern version of Christianity he has seen seems to him iso-
lated from creation, narrow and fragmented rather than holis-
tic, and rigidly rational rather than open to the mystical. Native
American spirituality, represented by the dream catcher, is more
connected to creation. It’s more holistic, more mystical; it ful-
fills what he feels is missing in modern Christianity. So rather
than a repudiation of Christianity, I see hanging from his mir-
ror a diagnosis and perhaps the hint of a prescription for us
modern Christians. The two items hanging from the mirror
could be a figurative mirror to help us see ourselves and recog-
nize that our modern version of the faith is missing something
important and needed.”

That’s where I ended, but if I could go back, I would ex-
plore that last sentence further. I don’t know how convincing
any of this was for my colleague on the panel, as the conversa-
tion quickly turned down other paths. Perhaps I had misun-
derstood him. Perhaps I was just reacting to his use of the word
pagan, which has both a clinical meaning and a connotation-

c03.qxd  2/26/08  7:37 PM  Page 38



Dan Discovers Where the Cross Meets the Dream Catcher 39

laden meaning that I take exception to. I hope I’ll get a chance
to talk with him again sometime. At any rate, my energy and
boldness in disagreeing with someone I greatly respected un-
nerved me a little. I wondered if Neo’s ideas were “corrupting”
me after all, turning me into some sort of wild-eyed radical.
After returning from the conference, my discomfort continued
showing up in my journal.

SEPTEMBER 17
I’m scared. The kinds of things I’m thinking will surely
be considered heresy. How many Christians do I know
who could accept that there is a difference between “our
version of Christianity” and any other version of Chris-
tianity that could possibly be “right”? Even harder to ac-
cept might be the idea that while the modern version
was right (by “right,” of course, I mean appropriate, not
perfect) for five hundred years (just as the medieval ver-
sion had been appropriate for a thousand years), the
modern version might not be right for the next leg of the
journey. Wow, that sounds relativistic.

But maybe I’m still not going far enough. Maybe
talking about our version of Christianity being appropri-
ate to modernity is a cop-out. I can’t get the thought out
of my mind that our modern version of Christianity may
have been so shaped by modernity’s pressures as to be se-
verely deformed, distorted. But we can’t even see it.

Every adolescent boy and girl has to make adjust-
ments to being postpubescent, since the toys and clothes
and activities that were right for childhood are no longer
right for adolescence. Maybe we’re entering “that awk-
ward age” as a culture? Or maybe I’m losing my faith or
my mind—or both? At this moment, that old verse from
Proverbs 3 comes to mind: “Trust in the Lord with all
your heart, and do not lean on your understanding. In
all your ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your
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paths.” Lord, can I trust in you beyond my own theo-
logical understanding? Can I acknowledge you even in
the midst of what feels a lot like doubt?

That puberty analogy of Neo’s kept coming back to me.
It described exactly how I felt that whole month—like a kid
who is growing up but is scared because things are happening
inside him that he can’t fully understand. It was exciting but
unnerving at the same time. I kept wishing I could talk with
Neo immediately. The waiting was killing me.
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the week before our next meeting was scheduled—I believe
it was September 17, the same day as the last journal entry I in-
cluded in Chapter Three—Neo called (at the last minute) to in-
vite me to a lecture he was giving at a nearby college. “You
might enjoy this,” he said. He was speaking to a joint gathering
of Christian students from several campus ministries—Intervar-
sity, Campus Crusade, the Navigators, the Baptist Student
Union, and one or two others. We met in the parking lot and sat
together during the opening singing, which was enthusiastic,
with lots of hand-clapping and strumming guitars. During a
song, he leaned over and said something about the Amish Jellies,
and we both laughed. I noticed he was the only person of color
in the room, but he never seemed particularly self-conscious.

Neo’s lecture had a kind of scholarly feel to it, complete
with visuals on an old overhead projector (which, by the way,
drove me crazy; it had a bad fan that interrupted his lecture ran-
domly with an ugly grinding screech, the kind of metal-on-metal
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sound that makes your skin crawl). He was much less animated
and much more serious than he had been with me in the bagel
shop. He explained that his purpose was to make clear the cur-
rent transition from modernity to postmodernity by compar-
ing it to the last major historical transition. His love of history
really came through.

I taped his lecture at Carol’s request, although the tape
was incomplete and was interrupted on several occasions by the
stupid overhead projector fan. (Carol’s curiosity about Neo
continued to grow. She told me repeatedly how relieved she felt
that finally I had someone other than her to talk to about my
struggles.) I’ll summarize the tape as best I can, skipping a few
less interesting parts and interrupting Neo’s flow of thought as
little as possible.

Neo was introduced by a very polished young woman
who was president of one of the groups. He made some intro-
ductory comments (which rambled on too long, I thought).
Then he launched into his theme.

“One of the best ways to get perspective on the scope and
significance of the current postmodern transition,” Neo said,
“is to go back to our last major transition, the medieval-to-
modern transition that occurred around 1500. I know that
picking dates like this can be rather arbitrary. I also know that
many people mark the beginning of modernity with the begin-
ning of the Enlightenment, well over a century later. For our
purposes, I propose the sixteenth century as the approximate
time of modernity’s conception, followed by a long period of
gestation and then birth in the seventeenth century. Enlighten-
ment thought has been maturing ever since into the middle-
aged modernity of the present. (And remember, although the
middle years seem dull and monotonous, it’s during the middle
years of life when one’s children grow up and move out to start
new lives of their own. The new generation starts spreading its
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wings while the old generation is routinely humming along in
the prime of life.)

“The year 1500 works as a transition point to the mod-
ern era for a number of reasons. Consider the confluence of
world-changing events that occurred around 1500.” Neo fid-
dled with the projector for a few seconds and then, after getting
it to work without screeching, had to chase his transparency—
which had slid gracefully off the projector and under a desk. Fi-
nally he got his visual centered on the screen. It looked like this:

GENERAL CATEGORY SPECIFIC EVENT

1. New communication The printing press 
technology, with revolutionizes 
profound effects on human culture.
how people learn,
think, and live.

2. New scientific worldview, Copernicus asserts that the
with staggering earth is not the center of 
implications for the universe, toppling the 
humanity. medieval model of the 

universe.

3. A new intellectual elite Galileo, Newton, Bacon, 
emerges, challenging and others give birth to 
church authority and modern science.
introducing a new 
epistemology (way of
knowing).

4. New transportation technol- The development of the 
ogies increase the interaction caravel (sailing ship) for 
of world cultures around the long voyages makes 
globe, making the world possible the explorations 
seem smaller. of the late thirteenth to 

early sixteenth centuries.
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Neo read it out to the group without much elaboration.
Then he said, “Now think of the similar confluence of changes
clustering around the year 2000.” This time he managed to
switch transparencies without mishap. Notice that the items in
the left-hand columns are exactly the same as before.

GENERAL CATEGORY SPECIFIC EVENT

5. Decay of an old economic Market capitalism replaces
system and rise of a new one. feudalism.

6. New military technology. Development of modern 
guns leads to the 
development of the
modern infantry and rise 
of modern nation-state.

7. New attack on dominant Protestant Reformation 
authorities, with defensive denies the authority of the 
reaction. Roman Catholic Church; 

Counter-Reformation 
develops in response.

GENERAL CATEGORY SPECIFIC EVENT

1. New communication Radio and television, and 
technology, with profound then the computer and the 
effects on how people Internet, revolutionize 
learn, think, and live. human culture.

2. New scientific worldview, Post-Einsteinian theories 
with staggering implications of relativity, quantum 
for humanity. mechanics, indeterminacy, 

and the expanding universe 
unsettle the stable,
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mechanistic worldview 
of modern science; 
psychology, psychiatry, 
neuropsychology, and 
psychopharmacology 
create new ways of seeing 
ourselves and new crises in 
epistemology.

3. A new intellectual elite Postmodern philosophy 
emerges, challenging church challenges all existing elites 
authority and introducing a and deconstructs existing
new epistemology (way of epistemologies.
knowing).

4. New transportation technol- The development of air 
ogies increase the interaction travel leads to the 
of world cultures around the trivialization of national 
globe, making the world borders and intensifies the 
seem smaller. interaction of world 

cultures.

5. Decay of an old economic The global economy 
system and rise of a new one. transforms both 

communism and 
capitalism, and the 
development of 
e-commerce suggests 
further market revolution.

6. New military technology. Air warfare and nuclear
weapons change the face of
warfare, and the new 
threats of terrorism 
(especially chemical and 
biological), power-grid
sabotage, and cybercrime
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Again Neo read his chart to the group before driving his
point home. “Obviously, our whole view of the medieval world
flows from our perspective as moderns—the word medieval it-
self simply meaning ‘middle period,’ what came between the an-
cient world and now. And obviously, medieval people never
thought of themselves as medieval, any more than Plato thought
of himself as an ancient. Thus the very term medieval reminds
us that our modern perspective is only that: a perspective, a
point of view, not the ultimate perspective, not the point of
view. But it’s hard for us to really feel the impact of that obvi-
ous truth, immersed as we are in our own modern worldview.”

As some audience members looks puzzled and others nod-
ded, Neo’s enthusiasm quickened. “Sometimes, the best way to see
what it means to be modern is to try to reverse the perspective and
put ourselves into the shoes and minds of medieval people—
instead of seeing them through our eyes, to try to see the world
through their eyes, thus creating a vantage point from which to
get a new view of ourselves. C. S. Lewis takes on this extraordi-
nary challenge in one of his least-appreciated books The Discarded
Image.1 He explains that medieval European Christians had de-

GENERAL CATEGORY SPECIFIC EVENT

begin to revolutionize the 
role of governments in 
keeping the peace.

7. New attack on dominant Secularism, materialism, 
authorities, with defensive and urbanism contribute 
reaction. to the decline of 

institutional religion 
worldwide; fundamentalist
movements arise in 
reaction and self-defense.
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veloped a sophisticated worldview that was so intertwined with
their faith that to them it was an essential part of their faith. In
this worldview, the universe consisted of a series of concentric
spheres, the smallest of which was the earth. As spheres ascended
from the earth, they held objects of increasing perfection—the
moon, then the planets, then the stars, the angels, and so on. The
spheres moved around the earth in a beautiful kind of cosmic
dance, and it was thought that as they moved, they produced a
beautiful music, symbolic of the harmony of God’s creation.

“Near the end of the book, Lewis notes how new 
developments—especially new observations in the field of as-
tronomy, which are of special interest to me as a science
teacher—forced the medieval model of the universe to be ‘ad-
justed,’ and the adjustments were becoming increasingly com-
plex. Here’s how Lewis explains this tinkering with the model.”
Neo placed the following quotation on the overhead and read
it with exaggerated distinctness:

The old scheme . . . had been tinkered a good deal to
keep up with observations. How far, by endless tinker-
ings, it could have kept up with them till even now, I do
not know. But the human mind will not long endure
such ever-increasing complications if once it has seen that
some simpler conception can “save the appearances” [ac-
count for the data]. Neither theological prejudice nor
vested interests can permanently keep in favor a Model
which is seen to be grossly uneconomical.2

“In other words,” Neo explained, “the medieval world had de-
veloped a working worldview, a working model of reality—a
paradigm, a mental map—that could not account for or adapt
to increasing amounts of new data (like the scientific findings
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of Copernicus and later Galileo and of course later still Darwin).
Perhaps like a contract or constitution that is updated with more
and more footnotes, fine print, and other amendments, people
try to keep the old contract alive, but eventually the amend-
ments outweigh the original document, and someone says,
‘Why don’t we just start over from scratch on a new one?’

“But it’s not that easy. Trading in an old model of reality
for a new one has real costs associated with it. True, something
may be gained, but a lot is lost too. Let me put on the over-
head this quote from Lewis, where he starts making clear what
was at stake in trading in the old worldview for a newer one.”
Neo put on the next transparency and stood silently for a mo-
ment. The bright projector made his face shine as he prepared
to read the quote aloud:

In our universe [the earth] is small, no doubt; but so are the
galaxies, so is everything—and so what? But in theirs there
was an absolute standard of comparison. The furthest
sphere, Dante’s maggio corpo, is, quite simply and finally,
the largest object in existence. . . . Hence to look out on the
night sky with modern eyes is like looking out over a sea
that fades away into mist, or looking about one in a track-
less forest—trees forever and no horizon. To look up at the
towering medieval universe is much more like looking at a
great building. The “space” of modern astronomy may
arouse terror or bewilderment or vague reverie; the spheres
of the old present us with an object in which the mind can
rest, overwhelming in its greatness but satisfying in its har-
mony. . . . Pascal’s terror at le silence éternel de ces espaces
infinis [the eternal silence of the infinite spaces] never en-
tered his mind. He is like a man being conducted through
an immense cathedral, not like one lost in a shoreless sea.3
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“So,” Neo intoned, “it was not comfortable, it was not
easy, being pushed out of the medieval world by the hard data
of the new emerging science. One became, in a sense, spiritu-
ally homeless. But as we know, eventually the trade was made.
We gave up the medieval worldview with its harmonious, con-
centric spheres, its absolute up and down, its ultimate finite
boundaries. We accepted a model that was less personal, to be
sure, and also less orderly in some ways, but even more rigidly
controlled in others. As part of the trade, we gave up the idea
that some people simply had the God-given right to rule over
others, and we gave up our corresponding respect for ‘the au-
thorities.’ As a result, authoritative tradition lost much of its
value, and we unleashed five centuries of a kind of change that
the medievals wouldn’t have understood very well—we call it
‘progress’ or ‘evolution,’ but to them it would have sounded like
chaos and insanity. To them, change was considered ungodly,
since God was changeless. Their conservatism was perhaps fur-
ther bolstered by the belief that the best days on earth—back in
the Garden of Eden—were behind them, not ahead of them.
Changing that static and past-oriented worldview to a dynamic
and future-oriented one wouldn’t come easy.”

Neo stepped away from the projector and walked down
an aisle so that he stood in the middle of the lecture hall. “To
really get the impact of how different the medieval model was,
we could imagine what would happen if we could take two of
you students—let’s say you, there, and you, over there—and
send you back into the fifteenth century. Nobody could possi-
bly believe that you could be Christians. Of course, first there
would be the obvious cultural issues—for example, even a me-
dieval prostitute wouldn’t have been seen in public dressed like
you”—there was a ripple of laughter here—“and your fine hair-
cut would have made people either laugh at you or fear you
were a witch of some sort”—even more laughter erupted here.
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“But on a deeper level, if you told them you didn’t believe in
the pope and you didn’t accept that kings ruled by divine right
and you didn’t believe that God created a universe consisting
of concentric spheres of ascending perfection, and if you let it
slip that you agreed with Copernicus that the earth rotated
around the sun, you would surely be tried as heretics and per-
haps burned at the stake.”

Neo walked slowly back to the front of the room. There
wasn’t a sound except for his black leather wing tips scuffing the
dusty tile floor. Then he continued, “Now take a moment and
let this really sink in. To the Christian culture of medieval Eu-
rope, none of you today could be considered real Christians.
True, you might say that you believe in Jesus and that you fol-
low the Bible—but that would sound like nonsense to them if
at the same time you denied what to them was essential for any
reasonable person to accept: the medieval worldview, which was
the context for their faith.

“That brings me to an important question for you to
think about: Is it possible that we as moderns have similarly in-
tertwined a different but equally contingent worldview with
our eternal faith? And another question: What if we live at the
end of the modern period, at a time when our modern world-
view is crumbling, just as the medieval one began to do in the
sixteenth century?”

Neo paused at this point. He put his hands together,
prayer-like, thumbs under his chin, index fingers touching his
nose. He looked down at the floor and said, “I wonder if . . .
well . . . Let me go back to C. S. Lewis again.” Neo’s pace
began to quicken. “Lewis seemed to anticipate these kinds of
questions with his characteristic brilliance. At the end of The
Discarded Image, he does something quite astounding for a
somewhat conservative writer in the early 1960s: he begins to
suggest that our modern view itself is not the absolute, ultimate
truth, that it is not the ultimate viewpoint but rather just a
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‘view from a point.’ It is as if his success at entering the me-
dieval world has enabled him to see his own modern model of
the universe in the same way we might look at a model of a car:
maybe the best model so far, but not the absolute best model
that will ever exist. Lewis, usually thoroughly modern, writing
late in life sounds himself almost postmodern.

“Most modern people love to relativize the viewpoints of
the others against the unquestioned superiority of their own
modern viewpoint. But in a way, you cross the threshold into
postmodernity the moment you turn your critical scrutiny from
others to yourself, when you relativize your own modern view-
point. When you do this, everything changes. It is like a con-
version. You can’t go back. You begin to see that what seemed
like pure, objective certainty really depends heavily on a sub-
jective preference for your personal viewpoint. In this next
quote, Lewis makes exactly these very postmodern moves and
emphasizes how one’s subjective posture affects what one sees
and ‘knows objectively.’” He slipped a new transparency onto
the overhead and said, “Listen to Lewis in his own words:”

It would . . . be subtly misleading to say, “The medievals
thought the universe to be like that, but we know it to be
like this.” Part of what we now know is that we cannot, in
the old sense, “know what the universe is like” and that no
model we can build will be, in that old sense, “like” it. . . .
There is no question here of the old Model’s being shattered
by the inrush of new phenomena. The truth would seem
to be the reverse; that when changes in the human mind
produce a sufficient disrelish of the old Model and a suffi-
cient hankering for some new one, phenomena to support
that new one will obediently turn up. I do not at all mean
that these new phenomena are illusory. Nature has all sorts
of phenomena in stock and can suit many different tastes.4
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Neo slid a new transparency onto the projector, saying,
“Lewis then continues with these reflections not on the me-
dieval model of the world but on our modern one and on
models in general.” As he read the following quote, he leaned
over the projector and ran his index finger under each word as
he read it.

I hope no one will think that I am recommending a re-
turn to the Medieval Model. I am only suggesting con-
siderations that may induce us to regard all Models in
the right way, respecting all and idolizing none. We are
all, very properly, familiar with the idea that in every age
the human mind is deeply influenced by the accepted
Model of the universe. But there is a two-way traffic;
the Model is also influenced by the prevailing temper
of mind. We must recognize that what has been called
“a taste in universes” is not only pardonable but in-
evitable. We can no longer dismiss the change of Mod-
els as a simple progress from error to truth. No Model
is a catalogue of ultimate realities, and none is a mere
fantasy. Each is a serious attempt to get in all the phe-
nomena known at a given period, and each succeeds in
getting in a great many. But also, no less surely, each re-
flects the prevalent psychology of an age almost as much
as it reflects the state of that age’s knowledge. Hardly
any battery of new facts could have persuaded a Greek
that the universe had an attribute so repugnant to him
as infinity; hardly any such battery could persuade a
modern that it is hierarchical.5

I must apologize: I lost concentration at this point in
Neo’s lecture, and the tape ran out without my noticing it. My
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mind had wandered into a long-forgotten memory from my
own days as a college student in the early 1980s. The memory
was triggered, maybe, by the quotes from C. S. Lewis, since it
involved a particular moment at a seminar at the C. S. Lewis
Institute at Baylor University in Texas, where I graduated in
1982. I remember that one of the speakers (someone whom I
had respected until that particular moment) shocked us by
making some rather critical comments about the writings of
Dr. Francis Schaeffer, a Christian writer who had helped me
and most of my fellow students immensely. Someone asked
him how he could possibly criticize Schaeffer—our hero, who
was to us the most intelligent and articulate Christian alive.

He said something like this: “One complaint would be
all of his talk about the Christian worldview.” I think we all
must have looked quite puzzled, because in our understanding,
“the Christian worldview” was exactly what we were attending
the seminar to learn. Someone asked him what he meant, and
he said something to this effect: “Well, there really isn’t such a
thing as the Christian worldview.” I was scandalized. He was
speaking nonsense—or else heresy. Now, twenty-some years
later, I was so glad he wasn’t afraid to stretch my thinking. No
model—no matter how resplendent with biblical quotations—
can claim to be the ultimate Christian worldview, because every
model is at the least limited by the limitations of the contem-
porary human mind, not to mention the “taste in universes” of
that particular age. (I’m aware that you may now be feeling
about me exactly as I felt about that speaker back in the 1980s.)

I was jolted back into the present by the screeching fan
on the overhead, and I immediately noticed the tape had
stopped recording, so I quickly flipped it over. Neo was con-
cluding his lecture, again quoting C. S. Lewis.

“Lewis concludes his book with a fascinating prediction.”
Neo slipped a new transparency onto the overhead.
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It is not impossible that our own Model will die a violent
death, ruthlessly smashed by an unprovoked assault of
new facts—unprovoked as the nova of 1572. But I think
it is more likely to change when, and because, far-reaching
changes in the mental temper of our descendants demand
that it should. The new Model will not be set up with-
out evidence, but the evidence will turn up when the
inner need for it becomes sufficiently great. It will be true
evidence. But nature gives most of her evidence in answer
to the questions we ask her. Here, as in the courts, the
character of the evidence depends on the shape of the ex-
amination, and a good cross-examiner can do wonders.
He will not indeed elicit falsehoods from an honest wit-
ness. But, in relation to the total truth in the witness’s
mind, the structure of the examination is like a stencil. It
determines how much of that total truth will appear and
what pattern it will suggest.6

“What Lewis imagined to be ‘not impossible’ some generations
away—the death of the modern model or worldview—turns
out to be happening just a single generation after he wrote.”
Here Neo paused and looked up from his notes and gave the
students a long gaze, making eye contact with nearly every one.
Then he began walking down one row, up another, talking as
he walked.

“The modern worldview, including the modern version
of Christianity that you follow, bears ominous resemblances to
the medieval worldview that Lewis so crisply described, the
worldview that was celebrated and embodied in the medieval
cathedral. The ornateness, grand construction, and sheer size
of medieval cathedrals mirrored the complexity and expansive-
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ness of the medieval worldview itself. However, both the cathe-
drals and the worldview they expressed reached a point where
they permitted no new development and where they threat-
ened to collapse under their own weight. Not only that, but
over time they were nearly as difficult to maintain as they were
to build. Ironically, the very stone buildings that expressed the
belief that their medieval version of Christendom would last
forever now mock that belief because today, when we visit them
in Europe, they seem to us like museums—or mausoleums.
They tell a story of a world that is over, a world that is . . .”

Suddenly the overhead projector screeched again, startling
Neo and several students too. Neo rushed to the machine and
turned if off this time. He seemed a little shaken, as if he had
been interrupted at the worst possible moment. He took a few
seconds to regain composure and looked at the old-fashioned
round clock behind him, at the front of the classroom.

“Well, I see that my time is also up. In fact, I’ve gone a
bit overtime already, which unfortunately is quite common
with me. But there was one last thing that I wanted to say to
you before I finish. This is the real point of my whole talk, ac-
tually. You are college students, with a long life ahead of you,
so full of potential and promise. You may disagree with me, but
I believe that the modern version of Christianity that you have
learned from your parents, your Sunday school teachers, and
even your campus ministries is destined to be a medieval cathe-
dral. It’s over, or almost over.

“Most of your peers live in a different world from you.
They have already crossed the line into the postmodern world.
But few of you have. Why? Because you want to be faithful to
the Christian upbringing you have received, which is so thor-
oughly enmeshed with modernity. One of the most important
choices you will make in your whole lives will be made in these
few years at this university. Will you continue to live loyally in
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the fading world, in the waning light of the setting sun of
modernity? Or will you venture ahead in faith, to practice your
faith and devotion to Christ in the new emerging culture of
postmodernity?

“I don’t think you’ll hear many people my age urging you
to do what I’m about to urge you to do. But I will say it boldly:
I want you to invest your lives not in keeping the old ship
afloat but in designing and building and sailing a new ship for
new adventures in a new time in history, as intrepid followers
of Jesus Christ. Thank you.”

Frankly, I expected some applause. It had been a good
lecture, if a little long and overly philosophical in the middle.
I found the ending downright inspiring. But there was noth-
ing. Just silence. A tense silence.
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c h a p t e r

Neo Worries
About Keeping
Up with Jesus

5

i wished the student leader would come forward and
say something. But she just sat there, expressionless. I was
tempted to get up and say something myself.

Neo himself looked uncomfortable and started to go sit
down but then moved back to the lectern and said, “Well, I’ll
close in prayer.” His prayer seemed to reduce the tension a bit,
and as he returned to his seat, the young woman leader ex-
changed whispers with him and then came forward and said,
“We’ve gone about ten minutes overtime, so we’ll dismiss. But
if any of you would like to stay and ask questions, Dr. Oliver
just told me he would be willing to stay as long as anyone is in-
terested in talking. Good night, everyone.”

Two or three students left, but everyone else—maybe
seventy-five or eighty others—stayed. What a night! The silence
at the end of Neo’s lecture didn’t signal boredom or disapproval;
for the most part, the students were stunned with the bril-
liance and candor of Neo’s talk, and his ending had more than
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inspired them; it had nailed them to their seats. They hadn’t
applauded because they didn’t want the talk to end. True, a few
students were ready to brand Neo a heretic, and they grilled
him with some questions in a tone bordering on rude. I was
embarrassed by their aggressiveness. But the other questions
sounded cordial, respectful, and sincere. Neo was careful to re-
quire each student who asked a question to state his or her
name and major. I’ll summarize just a few of them here.

quinn: Dr. Oliver, my name is Quinn, and I’m a general stud-
ies major. Doesn’t every age think of itself as the pivotal age? I
mean, don’t all generations think of themselves as the most im-
portant generation, when all the biggest changes in history are
taking place?

neo: First of all, Quinn, that’s a very good question. Second,
please just call me Neo. I know it’s an unusual name, but only
my high school students call me Dr. Oliver. And now for your
question. You’re right—change is ever-present, and nearly all
generations see themselves as generations of change. And
they’re right. But let me make a distinction between change and
transition. Let’s say I’m making an omelet. I mix the eggs with
a little milk and put them on the griddle. A good omelet is
cooked slowly, so I keep stirring the egg with my fork as
it cooks, slowly stirring, stirring, stirring, like this. But at some
point, something happens. The egg that has been changing
from raw to cooked rather suddenly transitions from a liquid
to a solid. At that point, if I keep stirring with the fork, I will
ruin the omelet. The tool that succeeded in helping me bring
the omelet to this point now threatens to destroy it. The tool
that I need now is not a fork but rather a spatula, so the omelet
can be gently folded and then served, like this. Here’s what I’m
trying to say tonight: yes, all ages are ages of change, but not
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all ages involve transition. You young men and women happen
to have been born at a time of transition. If you keep on doing
the same old things with the same old tools—the tools you
have inherited from my generation and [here Neo pointed to
me] my friend Mr. Poole’s generation—you’ll make a mess of
things.

alexis: I’m Alexis, and I’m a history major, and so your analy-
sis makes a lot of sense to me, although I think a few of your
details are debatable. But as a Christian, I’m wondering what
we’re supposed to do with a talk like this. You talked about a
new adventure. I mean, what do you think we should do, prac-
tically, with what you’ve said tonight?

neo: Well, I wouldn’t rush out and do anything, really. But I
would expect that little by little, you’ll begin doing just about
everything you currently do in a different way, if you do it at
all, and I’d expect you’ll begin doing some things you’ve never
even thought of doing before.

alexis: Could you give some examples?

neo: I hesitate to do so, Alexis, because I really think you need
to come to these things yourselves. But let me ask you a few
questions that might get you thinking. How many groups are
represented here? [Somebody said six.] Why aren’t there any stu-
dents from the Catholic Student Union here? Were they invited,
and if not, why not? And isn’t there a Methodist fellowship on
this campus? And how about Christians like myself of, shall we
say, a darker complexion? Where are they? And what about the
United Campus Ministries group? Why weren’t they invited? I
know some of you are thinking, “Because they’re too liberal, and
we’re all evangelical.” Well, if I’m right, those distinctions are
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about to become inconsequential. So I’d imagine that when
you plan a joint activity among your various groups in the fu-
ture, you’d be wise to broaden the invitation. That’s just one
example, and a rather tame one, but it’s a start.

carl: Please, Dr. Oliver—I mean, Dr. Neo—I mean Neo.
Please give us a little more than that. We need specifics. Oh, and
my name is Carl. Business.

neo: Well, let me suggest a little thought experiment for those
of you who know something about history. Imagine that we
had a time machine and you could go back in time to about
1507, just before the crest of the last historic transition. Wycliff
has had his effect, and Hus has stirred things up, and now
there’s a young German monk by the name of Martin Luther
beginning to think some radical thoughts. The world is about
to change. Let’s imagine you go back in our time machine and
meet a young monk, a sincere young medieval Christian who
wants his life to count for God. He has no idea of the turmoil
that will be unleashed in the next few years. What practical ad-
vice would you give him?

At this point, a number of hands went up, and Neo
elicited several answers:

Don’t put your confidence in the institution of the church;
put your confidence in God.

Be open to new ideas and new interpretations of the faith.
Don’t be too quick to criticize.
Expect things to be messy.
Don’t resist the change. Go with it. It’s like a tidal wave is

coming, and you can either run or drown or grab your
surfboard. I’d say, “Cowabunga!”
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Keep going back to the Bible, but not with the standard inter-
pretations blinding you to new interpretations.

Try to sort out tradition from the real essentials of the gospel.
Get with it, get out of the way, or get counseling!

Then another student spoke up:

stella: My name is Stella, and I’m a dance major. Aren’t you
scared by this kind of talk, Neo? I mean, it seems to me that
you could be preparing us for a new, like, revival or something,
or else you’re sending us down the road to some sort of, like,
major heresy. For me, I can totally relate to what you’re saying,
but if my pastor from back home in Louisville were here, you’d
be toast. [laughter]

neo: Am I scared? Sometimes I’m terrified. Especially when I
think of meeting your pastor from Louisville! But seriously,
you’re right—the dangers of transition are real. But are the dan-
gers of the status quo less real? People often call me a risk taker,
but really, I consider myself a risk avoider. To me, Stella, the
risk of digging in our heels and resisting change is so high—I
think it’s the highest risk. The second-highest risk is to just let
go and go with the flow, whatever happens. You know, this
would mean reinterpreting the faith so it fits in with whatever
“taste in universes” the culture around us has. History tells me
that that is a terrible risk too. The lowest available risk that I
see is the risk of journeying on in faith. You see, I believe in the
Holy Spirit. I believe Jesus meant it when he said the Spirit of
God would be with us, guiding us, to the very end. So I believe
that he will guide us through these winds and currents of
change, no matter what storms come. In fact, I believe that he
is the wind in our sails, leading us into the change, because
that’s his way. He always moves ahead. He’s not about taking
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us back into the past, some beautiful illusion of good old days.
He has a purpose he is working toward, and I want to keep up
with him. I suppose that’s my greatest fear, not that I’ll go too
fast or too far but that I’ll lag behind.

colby: My name is Colby, and I’m a senior in computer science,
although I’ve also been thinking about going to seminary. Neo, I
find it hard to believe that modern evangelical Christianity, of
which I am glad to be part, is dying, as you suggest. I mean, aren’t
evangelicals the fastest-growing segment of the church? Look at
all our Christian colleges and radio stations and TV programs
and seminaries. I think you’re a little premature in writing an
obituary for modern Christianity. It looks alive and well to me.

neo: I would agree that the contemporary church is rich,
somewhat powerful (though that’s waning), and outwardly suc-
cessful in many ways. And I would agree that the evangelical
church is the fastest-growing sector of the church at large, es-
pecially the charismatic wing, both domestically and globally.
But that simply means that it has more to offer than the alter-
natives, which may not be saying much. It may also mean that
the church is growing fastest where premodern people are com-
ing to terms with modernity, and so the modern version of the
faith offered by conservative Christianity is more up-to-date
than their own medieval worldview. Remember, Colby, the
whole world doesn’t progress at the same pace, and in many
places in the world, people still live in a medieval or even an-
cient and in a few cases prehistoric mind-set. Just because peo-
ple perceive something is a step up from what they already have
does not mean that it is the final step, the top step.

But also remember—the medieval church was never
more powerful, large, rich, or outwardly successful than it was
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around 1500. And dinosaurs were never more big and power-
ful and dominant than they were at the end of the Jurassic pe-
riod. Think of it like this: if it were 1910, what kind of
transportation would you buy? What would be the most reli-
able form of transportation available to you in 1910?

colby: I guess it would have been the automobile. It had been
invented not long before that, right?

neo: If you were looking for a good stock investment, Colby,
I’d wholeheartedly agree: the Ford Motor Company would
have been a great investment. You’re right—automobiles had
been invented only a decade or two before. But in 1910, they
were still notoriously undependable. Not only that, there
weren’t good roads for them to ride on, and there weren’t any
gas stations around. So if you needed good, reliable transporta-
tion, you would not have bought a car in 1910. What about
airplanes? They were still seen pretty much as a joke, an im-
practical dreamer’s machine—it had only been a few short years
since the first one got off the ground. So if you wanted good,
reliable transportation in 1910, you would have bought a horse
and buggy. Why, never in history had better buggies been built!
Do you see the point? We would expect that the best modern
churches in history would exist today, right at the time when
the modern world is passing, much like the world of the horse
and buggy in 1910. The smartest modern churches see this and
are building in flexibility so that they can “convert” to post-
modern effectiveness in the future—perhaps like a foresighted
buggy manufacturer who realizes he’s not just in the buggy
business but rather in the transportation business. He would
continue building fine buggies but would be preparing to build
automobiles too.
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mike: I’m Mike, and I’m an art major. I just have one ques-
tion. How did an older gentleman—I hope you don’t mind
me saying that—how did you figure this out? I mean, every-
thing you’ve said tonight is exactly the way I think, but I have
never heard anyone older than maybe twenty-five talk or think
like this.

neo: Well, much as it might surprise you, I think a lot of my
peers when I was in college were going in this direction. I think
that maybe 30 to 40 percent of my baby boom cohorts were
leaning into postmodernity. The majority were thoroughly
modern. I think the great economy of the 1980s managed to
convert most of my secular postmodern friends from my gen-
eration back to modernity; money has a lot of power to influ-
ence the way people think, right? As for those in the church,
well, as you say, one just can’t talk about this sort of thing
among most older folks, so if there are any older people think-
ing this way, they tend to keep quiet about it. But I brought a
friend with me who is well over 30 [Neo winked in my direc-
tion], and I know he’s thinking about these issues too, so there
are some of us dinosaurs out there who want to learn to dance.

For your generation, I think the statistics are reversed: I’d
say that 30 to 40 percent of your generation is modern, with
the majority being postmodern. That’s why it’s so important—
if you’re going to have any impact at all on your generation for
Christ—for you to deal with these issues, as lonely a road as it
can be in the church at times. If you were a missionary going
to Spain, you’d have to learn to think and speak Spanish. If you
are a missionary going to any educated culture on earth today,
I think you need to learn to think and speak postmodern.

ruth: I’m Ruth, and I’m a secondary ed major, and I’ll defi-
nitely be contacting you when it’s time for my student teach-
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ing assignment. [laughter] I don’t really have a question, but I
just wanted to say that everywhere in my life except here and
at church, I think I am postmodern. But I think when I go
anyplace religious or Christian, I just sort of switch. It’s like I
click into my parents’ way of thinking for an hour, and then I
switch back. It’s really cool to think that I might not have to
keep switching back and forth and could just be one person all
the time.

neo: Yes, that is really cool indeed.

When the night was over, Neo looked exhausted (and a
bit overheated—I couldn’t believe he kept his gray suit jacket
on the whole evening) but happy. He was an educator to the
bone and had just hit an educator’s version of a home run. We
chatted briefly on the way to the parking lot and confirmed
our plans to meet the next Saturday. Neo again suggested we
walk along the C&O Canal, on the old historic towpath
where teams of oxen once pulled barges full of goods. Neo said
it was one of his favorite places—a level path between the old
canal (empty of water in many places, but always full of his-
tory) and the ever-changing river. I had been in the picnic area
at Great Falls once but had never walked the towpath. (I’m not
really much of an outdoor guy.)

The last thing Neo said to me as we got into our cars was
this: “Can you believe what that one fellow called me? An
‘older gentleman’? That almost killed me!” We both laughed,
got into our cars, his a Dodge Spirit and mine a Honda Ac-
cord, and drove away. As I pulled out of my parking space, a
stupid pun hit me. I rolled down my window, and motioned
to Neo to do the same: “Hey, my friend, we’re leaving in one
Spirit and one Accord!” He groaned and shook his head. “See
you Saturday!” he said, with a wave.
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carol kindly packed a lunch for our hike, but as I pulled
into the parking lot at Great Falls, I realized I’d left it sitting on
the kitchen counter back home. I hoped my mistake wouldn’t
spoil our day. My mind was buzzing with questions for Neo.

Neo was leaning against his car when I pulled up. I had
never seen him in anything but a suit or a sport jacket before
that Saturday, but for our hike he had dressed down consider-
ably: jeans (clean and pressed), a blue button-down Oxford
shirt (also neatly pressed), running shoes, and—completely out
of character—a rather shabby red baseball cap, the kind you’d
expect to see on a farmer riding a tractor somewhere. I remem-
ber thinking, If my kids saw me in that hat, they’d be embarrassed
to be seen with me.

We were about a half mile into our walk when Neo started
to seem a little perturbed. I had been asking him to distinguish
between postmodern Christians and traditional Christians: How
would a postmodern Christian respond to this or this or that?
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“Look, Dan,” he said, “I’m really uncomfortable with the
way you’re asking your questions. The last thing we need to do
is insert yet another division into the church. Your language is
reminding me—pardon another history lesson—of your First
Great Awakening here in the United States, when Jonathon Ed-
wards was leading a renewal movement that came to be called
the ‘New Lights,’ and before you knew it there were the ‘Old
Lights’ fighting against him. I don’t want to divide ‘New Chris-
tians’ from ‘Traditional Christians’ or ‘Postmodern Christians’
from ‘Modern Christians.’ I don’t have time for that kind of
foolishness, so I think we have to be very careful about the lan-
guage we use. Please help me try to avoid any ‘us-and-them’
kind of thinking, and if you see me going in that direction, by
all means tell me, OK? We’re talking about a new kind of
Christian, not the new kind or a better kind or the superior
kind, just a new kind. Right?”

I told him I agreed with him, but I was trying to sort
things through, and making a clear distinction would help me.

“But Dan, the need to put everything into nice neat cat-
egories is part of the problem. Modern people believed that
they could create a nice framework that would pigeonhole
everything. So if you succeed in creating a postmodern frame-
work, I think you’ve just sabotaged it. At the very least, you
have to be ironic or ambivalent about your pigeonholes. Re-
member that the Pharisees were the great pigeonholers and that
Jesus told them that many who came out last in their frame-
work would come out first in his. So you’d better doubt and
deconstruct your boxes as fast as you construct them. Does that
make sense?”

I told him that it did but that I was incurably a pigeon-
holer and needed some sort of recovery group for my addic-
tion. Neo chuckled and then said, “Look at this. This might
help cure you.” He knelt down on the path, cleared away some
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fallen leaves, and drew a line in the dust. I stooped down next
to him.

“This might help you. Very often,” he explained, “debates
in the church occur on this level. There are all kinds of positions
on an issue, along this line, with the most extreme positions being
here and here.”

I offered a couple of examples: “OK. So Catholics are
over here, and Protestants over there. Calvinists are over here,
and Arminians are over there. And charismatics are here and
anticharismatics over there. And we could do the same on the
issues of pacifism, inerrancy of the Bible, women in leadership,
how the church should treat homosexuals, and—”

“Exactly,” he interrupted. “Now, almost all debate in the
church takes place on this line. The issue is where the right point
on the line is. So people pick and defend their points. Each per-
son’s point becomes the point in his or her mind. Here’s what
I’m suggesting: What if the point-defending approach is, par-
don the pun, pointless? In other words, what if the position
God wants us to take isn’t on that line at all but somewhere up
here?” He was moving his hand in a small circle, palm down,
about a foot above the line he had drawn in the dust.

“So you’re saying,” I replied, “that we have to transcend the
normal level of discourse. That makes sense to me. I mean, Jesus
did that sort of thing all the time. Like with the woman at the
well in John 4. The big debate is over where people should wor-
ship, on this mountain or that mountain. Jesus doesn’t choose
one point or the other; he says that the answer is on this higher
level, that what God wants is for us to worship him in spirit and
truth, wherever we are. Both mountains are good places to wor-
ship, so in that way both sides are right. But where you worship
isn’t the point at all, so in that way both sides are wrong.”

“Well put, Dan. Amen! You’re preaching now!” Neo said,
grinning and winking, and good naturedly gave me a high-five.
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Then he added, “Be careful, Daniel. You may be too good a
preacher for God to let you quit.”

“Oh, thanks, but no . . . ,” I said. I pushed off his com-
pliment, but inside I glowed. “Too good a preacher”—those
words and that moment are so vivid in my memory. Most of
the leaves around us were just beginning to change and show
their fall colors. I looked over at Neo, his smile lingering on his
face. Then I looked past him, to the river sparkling in the sun-
light, and beyond the river, to the Virginia shoreline. Oranges,
yellows, and reds were just beginning to erupt from deep, end-
of-summer green, all reflecting in the shimmering silver and
blue of the river. Within a few minutes, we were so thoroughly
engrossed in conversation that we are almost oblivious to the
beauty around us. But for that moment, I was breathing it in,
through my eyes, my ears, my skin.

We covered at least six miles in our walk that day. Our con-
versation covered even more ground, though its course wasn’t
nearly as linear or as smooth as the towpath beneath our feet.
Let me share with you part of our conversation.

“One of the biggest debates,” I said, “and maybe the most
important, is the whole Bible thing. In the conservative evan-
gelical churches that I grew up in, our view of the Bible was
the most important element in our identity. Many of our
churches were in fact called ‘Bible Church’ or ‘Bible Chapel,’
and our summer camps were ‘Bible camps,’ our higher educa-
tion institutions were ‘Bible colleges,’ and our experiences of
fellowship took place in ‘Bible studies.’ Our arch-opponents
were ‘the liberals,’ the people on the other end of your line,
whom we fought against because they didn’t take the Bible ‘lit-
erally,’ as we felt they should. How do you see us transcending
that level of discourse, Neo?”

“You like to start with the tough ones, don’t you, Dan?”
he quipped. “One of my mottoes in life is that people are often
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against something worth being against but in the process find
themselves for some things that aren’t worth being for. I think
that’s the case with both sides of the battle about the Bible. The
conservatives are against reinterpreting ancient wisdom in light
of contemporary fads or moods, and they’re against in any way
weakening the strong, unchanging backbone of the faith, fear-
ing that we’ll be left with a kind of jellyfish spirituality if the lib-
erals have their way. Meanwhile, the liberals are against pitting
faith against honest scientific investigation and turning faith
into an anti-intellectual enterprise. They’re against the obscu-
rantism—the resistance to free inquiry—that is so common in
conservative circles. And they’re against the privatization of
faith. They feel that conservatives have retreated to the private
sphere, worrying only about their own personal salvation, leav-
ing the world at large to go to hell ecologically, culturally, in
terms of social justice, that sort of thing. So I think we have to
begin by saying that both sides are against something worth
being against. They both have a point.”

I interrupted. “OK, Neo, but still, the issue is pretty im-
portant. I don’t think you can just kind of wish-wash around
in the middle and say nice things about both sides. There’s a
lot at stake. Evangelicals would say that the Bible is the foun-
dation for everything, so if you tamper with the foundation,
the whole structure is in danger of crashing down. It seems to
us evangelicals that liberals kind of sort through the Bible and
throw out anything that doesn’t appeal to them.”

“Yes, and you evangelicals tend to be unaware that evan-
gelicals themselves do the same thing. But I won’t get into
that . . .”

I interrupted, “No, I’d be interested in what you’d say
about that.”

“OK,” Neo continued. “Fortunately, evangelicals don’t
say that people who disobey their parents should be stoned, as
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the Bible teaches in Leviticus, or that people whose genitals are
mutilated should be excluded from worship, as the Bible also
teaches in Leviticus, or that it’s a sin for women to wear jew-
elry or have a short haircut, as the Bible teaches in some of
Paul’s writings. They don’t justify killing infidels, even though
Moses ordered the faithful to do so in Exodus. They don’t prac-
tice polygamy, even though David and Solomon did. They
don’t recommend dashing the infants of their enemies against
stones, as one of the Psalms celebrated. No, they have a grid of
decency that keeps them from applying the Bible literally in
these situations. But they seem generally unaware of this grid;
they think they rigorously apply the Bible literally, and no one
else is as faithful as they are. Their grid is like their own
retina—they see by it, so they can’t see it. As you said, the lib-
erals do this sifting and sorting too, but they just have a different
grid. So when evangelicals say they’re arguing about the Bible’s
absolute authority, too often they are arguing about the superior-
ity of the traditional grid through which they read and inter-
pret the Bible. Of course, I’d not recommend you say that to
any of them, because they’ll get pretty upset with you. They re-
ally can’t see it. They’ll think you’re a fool or a troublemaker.”

I responded: “I think you’re being unfair there, Neo. It’s
not some arbitrary grid. We avoid applying some passages lit-
erally because other passages teach us not to. For example, Jesus
set up a kind of revolution in how the Old Testament law
would be read and applied, and the early apostles clarified the
difference between living under grace as opposed to law.”

Neo stopped walking and faced me. “Well, let me ask you
a question. You’re aware of how conservative Christians in the
United States just 150 years ago used the Bible to defend slav-
ery, just as they did in Jamaica? And now you’d say that those
chaps were dead wrong, would you not?” I was nodding my
head slowly, realizing that this issue affected us in very different
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ways. “How can you be sure that some of your ironclad inter-
pretations today aren’t similarly fueling injustice?”

I protested: “Neo, I never said that my interpretations were
infallible. I’m just saying that the Bible itself is.” He responded,
“Well, I’m wondering, if you have an infallible text, but all your
interpretations of it are admittedly fallible, then you at least have
to always be open to being corrected about your interpretations,
right?” I was nodding again. Yes. Of course. Neo kept talking:
“So the authoritative text is never what I say about the text or
even what I understand the text to say but rather what God
means the text to say, right? So the real authority does not re-
side in the text itself, in the ink on paper, which is always open
to misinterpretation—sometimes, history tells us, horrific and
dangerous misinterpretation. Instead, the real authority lies in
God, who is there behind the text or beyond it or above it,
right? In other words, the authority is not in what I say the text
says but in what God says the text says.”

At this point, I wasn’t sure what to say. Neo continued,
“Our interpretations reveal less about God or the Bible than
they do about ourselves. They reveal what we want to defend,
what we want to attack, what we want to ignore, what we’re
unwilling to question. When Judgment Day comes, God might
ask a lot of us how we interpreted the Bible—not to judge if
our interpretations are right or wrong but to let our interpre-
tations reveal our hearts. That will be telling enough.”

Does Neo believe in a literal Judgment Day? I wondered to
myself. I was shaking my head, more out of confusion than
clear disagreement. Neo stooped down and drew his line in the
dirt. “Over here you have the conservatives, who look at the
Bible the same way medieval Catholics looked at the church
and pope: infallible, inerrant, absolutely authoritative. Then
over here you have the liberals, who see the Bible more or less
as a collection of artifacts, reflections of the religious life of the
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Jewish and early Christian people—inspiring, perhaps even in-
spired in places, but not authoritative. I know this is a carica-
ture, but are you with me?”

I said I was.
He continued, “What if the real issue is not the author-

ity of the text down on this line but rather the authority of
God, moving mysteriously up here on a higher level, a foot
above the ground? What if the issue isn’t a book that we can
misinterpret with amazing creativity but rather the will of God,
the intent of God, the desire of God, the wisdom of God—
maybe we could say the kingdom of God?

I just raised my eyebrows, as if to say “OK, go on.” He
did. “If that’s the case, both sides have to wake up and take no-
tice. Conservatives may have gotten terribly comfortable per-
petuating slavery or the extermination of the Indians or the
subjugation of women or the marginalization of minorities or
the exploitation of the environment because they can use the
text to justify it, and liberals may have become terribly compla-
cent because they’ve kind of dispensed with any clear word from
God other than ‘be nice modern American consumers and cit-
izens of liberal democracies.’ But if there is a real, living, active,
relevant desire of God and wisdom from God that needs to be
brought to bear on our concrete life situation, then both sides
had better move to the edge of their seats, start praying, start
listening to each other, and start reading the Bible in fresh ways
for all the new wisdom they can mine from it, don’t you think?”
Neo was jabbing his right forefinger into his left palm and pretty
agitated, about as close to angry as I had yet seen him.

I didn’t know what I thought, so I let out a long whistle,
as if to say, “Wow, you’re pretty worked up, and you just said
a mouthful.” On the one hand, he didn’t seem to be giving the
Bible the same place of absolute reverence and authority I had
been trained to give it. On the other hand, he wasn’t simply
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giving up on the Bible, nor was he shopping it, picking and
choosing what he would buy and what he wouldn’t. He really
seemed to care about what God’s will was, and I wondered, isn’t
that all that really matters?

This thought really disturbed me. Oh no. I’m becoming
liberal! I said to myself, with an almost physical shiver of fear.
(Looking back, I’m amazed by how much fear the label “lib-
eral” elicited in me. I have to wonder if there are others out
there who are equally frightened by the label “conservative.”)

We started walking again. I was quiet for a few minutes,
tending my own thoughts. I remember this question present-
ing itself to me: Wouldn’t I rather be a “liberal” who really
cared about God’s will than a good conservative evangelical
who was smug in my understanding, who had perhaps stopped
“hungering and thirsting after righteousness”? Another chill
crawled up the back of my neck; I was scaring myself.

Neo probably could tell I needed time to think, so he
didn’t speak either.

Finally, he spoke up. He seemed to have been having his
own internal conversation: “Besides, the whole notion of au-
thority as so many people conceive it is thoroughly modern.”
Now, I must have looked even more confused, because Neo
gently hit me on the shoulder, smiled, and winked. “Relax,
Dan, I’m only saying what the Bible says. That oft-quoted pas-
sage in Second Timothy doesn’t say, ‘All Scripture is inspired
by God and is authoritative.’ It says that Scripture is inspired and
useful—useful to teach, rebuke, correct, instruct us to live justly,
and equip us for our mission as the people of God. That’s a
very different job description than we moderns want to give it.
We want it to be God’s encyclopedia, God’s rule book, God’s
answer book, God’s scientific text, God’s easy-steps instruction
book, God’s little book of morals for all occasions. The only
people in Jesus’ day who would have had anything close to
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these expectations of the Bible would have been the scribes and
Pharisees. Right?”

All I could say was, “Wait a minute. Wait a minute.”
Then I said, “What—do you want to throw out the Bible,
then?” Neo said, “Daniel, Daniel, a little defensive, aren’t you?
I never said anything like that. I think that when you let go of
the Bible as God’s answer book, you get it back as something
so much better.” I asked what that would be, and he said, “It
becomes the family story. Look, you have kids. You must give
them some idea of what the Poole family name means. You tell
them stories about their great-grandparents and grandparents.
You give them the idea that to be a Poole means something,
right?” I nodded.

“Well, the Bible does the same thing. It tells the family
story—the story of the people who have been called by the one
true God to be his agents in the world, to be his servants to the
rest of the world. It’s absolutely essential—to give the family a
sense of identity, so we know who we are and why we’re here
and where we’re going. And not only that, it’s wonderfully hon-
est about our weaknesses and mistakes. I mean, there’s no mis-
taking who the hero is in this story—it’s certainly not any of
us humans! So I think we need to let go of the Bible as a mod-
ern book, but that doesn’t mean we discard it. Not at all! When
we let it go as a modern answer book, we get to rediscover it
for what it really is: an ancient book of incredible spiritual value
for us, a kind of universal and cosmic history, a book that tells
us who we are and what story we find ourselves in so that we
know what to do and how to live. That letting go is going to
be hard for you evangelicals.”

“What are you saying?” I asked. “That the Bible doesn’t
have any answers?”

“Sure it has answers, but I don’t think that’s the point.
Think of a math book, Dan. Is it valuable because it has the
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answers in the back? No, it’s valuable because by working
through it, by doing the problems, by struggling with it, you
become a wiser person, a person capable of solving problems
and building bridges and balancing your checkbook and tar-
geting the trajectory of a rocket to Mars. That’s one way I see
the Bible as being valuable. The whole answer-book approach
is what modern people want the Bible to be, but it’s not nec-
essarily what the Bible really is. Of course, the Bible is even
more than a book of wisdom and wisdom development. It’s a
book that calls together and helps create a community, a com-
munity that is a catalyst for God’s work in our world.”

I protested, “But Neo, you can talk all you want about
wisdom and community. We need something more than wis-
dom and community. We need some rock-solid answers—
some hard facts to be the foundation for our Christian
worldview. Every building needs a foundation, right?”

He replied, “The Bible never speaks of itself this way.
You’re the pastor, you should know—there are only two places I
know of where the New Testament speaks of foundations—no
three. In one case, the church is the foundation of the truth, and
in the second, Jesus is the foundation of the church, and then
there’s a third, when Jesus told Peter he was the foundation. But
unless I’m mistaken, the Bible never calls itself the foundation.”

“Well, you’ve got me there,” I said.
He looked at me, perturbed, and said, “I’m not trying to

‘get you,’ man! Just a minute.” Then, with no explanation of
where he was going, he adjusted his faded red baseball cap and
stepped off the path and in a second vanished into the forest
undergrowth. I walked over to the edge of the path and
strained my eyes to try to see him. A minute passed. Then two.
I could hear the snap of breaking twigs moving toward the river
but still couldn’t see him. What was going on?

I called his name once, twice, three times. No answer.
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after the fourth time I called his name, he called mine:
“Dan, over here, come here!”

I’m a bit nervous about poison ivy and snakes, but I gin-
gerly pushed through the bushes toward his voice. When I saw
him, my first thought was that he was relieving himself. He was
standing perfectly erect, with his back toward me.

Then he turned and motioned me to come closer. When
I came up beside him, he pulled a branch aside to reveal a per-
fect web made by a huge yellow and black spider. “That’s ex-
actly what I was looking for, a common garden spider, Argiope
aurantia,” he said, always the science teacher. “But in spite of
the ‘common’ in their name, they aren’t all that common. Beau-
tiful, isn’t she?” That wasn’t the word that had leapt to my
mind. “Let me ask you a question, Daniel. Where is the foun-
dation for the home of this spider?” I replied, “Well, I guess it
doesn’t exactly have one. But it does have anchor points—like
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where the web attaches to that leaf and that branch and that
branch there. . . .”

“OK,” Neo said, “I think you can see where I’m going.
What if faith isn’t best compared to a building, but rather to a
spiderweb? Instead of one foundation, it has several anchor
points. Those points might be spiritual experiences, exemplary
people and institutions whom one has come to trust, that sort
of thing.” “But where does the Bible fit in?” I asked.

“Well,” Neo replied, “it could be seen as one of the an-
chor points. Or perhaps every passage in the Bible that has af-
fected your life could be seen as an anchor point. Or perhaps
the Bible isn’t only in the anchor points. Perhaps it is part of
every thread of the web.”

I wasn’t satisfied. “But I think you’re stretching things,
Neo. I mean, why just pick a spiderweb as your model for
faith? That seems kind of arbitrary, doesn’t it?”

“No more than a building with a foundation, really.
When you think about it, a spiderweb has some real advantages
over a building. It’s flexible. It can be repaired when it’s dam-
aged. It functions as both a home and a tool for catching food.
But if you don’t like spiderwebs, let’s use a different model alto-
gether. Let’s take the earth. What’s the foundation of the earth?
What keeps the earth stable?”

“Well, it’s not that simple,” I said. “The earth seems to
get its stability from a combination of things—its own momen-
tum, the gravity of the sun; maybe even the moon and other
planets play some role, I’m not sure.”

“What if faith were more like the earth than a building?
What if faith could never be stable in the way God intends it
to be if it didn’t have forward momentum and if that momen-
tum weren’t in the field of the gravity of God himself? And if
you don’t like that metaphor, think of a bird in flight or a bi-
cycle or a ship on the sea. In each case, there’s movement in re-
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lation to some larger forces and realities. Stability comes
through an interplay of those factors. Stability is not always as
simple as a static building sitting on a solid foundation. John
Wesley—he was an Anglican, you know—understood this very
well: he talked about the church deriving its stability from a
dynamic interplay of four forces—what were they? Scripture,
tradition, reason, and . . . what was the fourth? Oh yes, spiri-
tual experience. Maybe”—and here he backed away from the
spiderweb, knelt down again, and drew his line on the
ground—“maybe both liberals and conservatives are working
from a static model of authority and both need to be called to
a higher point of view to see that our situation is much more
dynamic, much more predicamental, moving up here instead
of down in the dust.”

Neo took a last look at the spider. I overheard him say-
ing, probably to himself, “First frost and she’ll be gone. Ab-
solutely beautiful.” Then we climbed back to the path and
continued walking for a few minutes in silence. I think Neo
was waiting for me to say something, but I couldn’t think of
anything to say, except to ask him what he had meant by
“predicamental,” but I thought it was something I should al-
ready know, so I let the question go. My mind was beginning
to feel kind of frozen, paralyzed. Finally, he stopped, and I
turned around and walked back toward him, and he said,
“Maybe neither liberals nor conservatives take the Bible seri-
ously enough.”

I almost laughed. “That’s a good one.”
“No, I’m serious,” Neo said. “One thing that both mod-

ern liberals and conservatives have in common is that they read
the Bible in very modern ways. Modern conservatives treat the
Bible as if it were a modern book. They’re used to reading mod-
ern history texts and modern encyclopedias and modern sci-
ence articles and modern legal codes, and so they assume that
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the Bible will yield its resources if they approach it like one of
those texts. But none of those categories even existed when the
Bible was written. Sure, there was history, but not with all of
the modern trimmings like a concern for factual accuracy, cor-
roborating evidence, or absolute objectivity. Sure there was law,
but I’m not sure there is a one-to-one correspondence between
an ancient Near Eastern concept of law and our modern con-
cept. The conservatives seem somewhat blind to these kinds of
differences, I think.”

He continued, “The modern liberals seem to make a cor-
responding mistake. They acknowledge that the Bible is a dif-
ferent kind of text from our modern texts, but then they in a
sense judge it by modern standards. If something doesn’t fit in
with a modern Western mind-set that reveres objectivity, sci-
ence, democracy, individualism, that sort of thing, it is dis-
missed as primitive and irrelevant.

“There’s a third option neither of them takes, and that’s
the option I think we should take. Can you see what it is? I
don’t want to tell you, Dan. I want you to try to get it yourself.”

We started walking again, Neo shuffling through the
leaves with his hands in his pockets and his eyes scanning the
trees, and me looking down at the tops of my shoes, engrossed
in thought. After a few minutes we came to a place where the
park service had installed a picnic table and an old-fashioned
water pump. In the absence of lunch, we took turns pumping
for one another and drinking from cupped hands, then wash-
ing our faces, cooling off. It was late September, but it felt hot
like August. We sat on the picnic table to rest awhile.

Finally I was ready to try to “get” what Neo was leading
me to: “Neo, maybe the third alternative is to . . . to loosen up
and approach the Bible on less defined terms. Instead of ap-
proaching it with our modern assumptions and expectations
and our aggressive analysis, maybe we need to read it less like
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scholars and more like humble seekers trying to learn whatever
we can from it, in the context of our sincere desire to live for
God and do what he wants. I guess that would be the momen-
tum you were talking about before—the desire to do God’s
will. Maybe we need to read it with more of that desire and less
of our critical analysis, whether of the liberal or conservative
variety. Maybe postmodern is postanalytical and postcritical. Is
that what you’re getting at?”

Neo replied, “Good! Good! I think that’s a very good
start. But I wonder if we could even take it a step further. What
if instead of reading the Bible, you let the Bible read you?” I
gave him a kind of queer look, and he responded to my puz-
zlement: “OK. Dan, think of a scientist preparing to dissect a
northern leopard frog, Rana pipiens. How would you describe
his attitude, his posture, toward the frog?” I said that the sci-
entist would be objective. He wouldn’t have any feelings for the
frog. It’s just a routine dissection; it’s objective science.

“OK. Tell me more.”
“Well, I guess he would be curious. He would be look-

ing for something. He would be trying to compare the frog’s
anatomy with a fetal pig’s anatomy or a rat’s anatomy. Maybe
he would be looking for some abnormality, some tumor or
something.”

Neo replied, “OK, Dan, good. Now think of a detective
at a crime scene. How would you describe his approach?” I said
something about the detective wanting to prove something,
looking for evidence for or against innocence, and wanting to
avoid contaminating any of the evidence by his own presence.

Neo said, “Good. Now think of a teenage boy meeting a
girl at the mall. How does his attitude or posture differ from
the scientist’s or the detective’s?”

I was starting to get it. “Whoa, Neo—you really are a
good teacher. I see where you’re going. It’s not so analytical or
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objective. There’s some fun in it, a sense of personal invest-
ment, a feeling of adventure. There’s less caution, less holding
back. But in another way, there is holding back, because he
wants to make his move and then leave room for her to make
her move. It’s less aggressive, less controlling, and more . . . re-
lational. So—I get it. You’re saying we need to approach the
Bible more that way. You’re saying we need to flirt with it, ro-
mance it—or maybe let its message romance us.”

Neo replied, “Yes, good, that’s one way of saying it. But
let’s keep thinking. Let’s say you’re a patient and you know you
have cancer, and you’re meeting your new oncologist for the
first time. What would your posture be like then, and how
would it differ from the scientist’s, the detective’s, or even the
teenage boy’s? Do you see what I’m getting at? Our modern age
has predisposed us to only a limited range of postures with the
Bible. It’s all objective analysis and forensic science, always try-
ing to prove something. It’s all about a kind of aggressive con-
quest of the text—reducing it to something explainable by our
preconceptions, turning it into moralisms or principles or out-
lines or conclusions or proofs or whatever.

“I wonder,” he continued, “what would happen if we ap-
proached the text less aggressively but even more energetically
and passionately. I wonder what would happen if we honestly
listened to the story and put ourselves under its spell, so to
speak, not using it to get all of our questions about God an-
swered but instead trusting God to use it to pose questions to
us about us. See the difference? What would happen if we just
trusted ourselves to it—the way a boy opens his heart to a girl,
the way a patient trusts herself to an oncologist. Actually, I
think the Catholics know more about this than we Protestants.
The Benedictines still practice something very like this; they
call it lectio divina. Anyhow, I don’t claim to have this all fig-
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ured out. I only know that our modern approaches aren’t
working very well.”

I thought for a second and then came back: “Neo, I just
have one question. A minute ago you said something about lis-
tening to the story, but that makes me wonder: What is the
story? And what’s the difference between getting the story and
getting answers? And wouldn’t the answer I’m looking for
sometimes be the story? Is there really such a big difference be-
tween a story and an answer?”

“Hold on! You said you had one question, and I think I
counted three, maybe four. That’s cheating!” he said. We both
laughed, and I zeroed in on the question about the story: How
would he articulate it? He told me he needed some time to
think about that. “Could we save this for another time?” he
asked. “I really think that might be the most important ques-
tion you have asked me yet, and I want to do it justice.”

About then we both hauled ourselves off the picnic table
to begin walking back to where our cars were parked. I’m not
in the best shape, but Neo looked even more tired and sore
than I. We walked without talking for a while, resting our
minds now that our bodies had rested for at least a few min-
utes. Eventually I broke the silence.

“Neo, how are you so knowledgeable about all of this the-
ology? You told me that you studied history in college and the
philosophy of science in graduate school, but you know too
much about theology—unless they’re doing a better job of
training Episcopal laypeople than I’ve ever heard about!”

“Well,” he responded, “I actually have a secret.” He took
off his old baseball cap and held it behind his back, slowing
down and looking directly at me. “Daniel, this is something
nobody at FDR knows about, something I very seldom tell
anyone.” My mind was racing. For some reason, I got the odd
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feeling he was about to tell me he was gay. “Ready? Before I be-
came a teacher, and before I got my Ph.D., I was a pastor—for
seventeen years, even longer than you. I was a pastor far longer
than I’ve been a science teacher.”

I stopped walking, stunned, shook my head, and turned
to him with wide eyes. “I knew it! No, I didn’t know it, but I
knew there must be some reason why you are . . . different.”

“Well, now you know.”
“Where did you go to seminary?” I asked. For some rea-

son that was important for me to know.
“I went to Princeton. They had a lot of scholarship

money for minority students like me back in the sixties.”
“Princeton? A Pentecostal at Princeton?” I didn’t mean to

be rude, but I guess my question revealed a kind of low opinion
of Pentecostals.

“No, no, no. I went to Pentecostal church with my dad
as a boy back in Kingston. But here in the States, I started
going to the Presbyterian church with my mom. I was ordained
Presbyterian, in fact.”

“Well, why did you leave ministry?” I asked.
He replied, “I’m surprised at you, Dan. I thought you’d

realize that I can be in ministry just as much as a high school
teacher as I was as a pastor. Sometimes I think more so.”

“Mmmm, point well taken,” I said. “Then why did you
leave the pastorate?”

“That’s a story,” he said, “for some other time. There were
personal issues. But a big part of it was that I was asking the
same questions you are, and I found the pastorate a pretty hard
place to be a growing, thinking, honest Christian. Too many
people want you to spout the party line, never question, never
think. In the end, it was a matter of integrity and compassion.
If I had been honest in the pulpit about what was going on in
my mind and heart—my questioning, my reevaluating—I
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would have either split the church or been fired. I decided they
were all bad options—risking splitting the church or at least
traumatizing it or being inauthentic and just going through the
motions. So I left. Maybe you think I was a coward.”

“Not at all,” I said. He had no idea how well I understood.
“Now you can see why I went out of my way to get be-

neath the surface with you when I met you at the Amish Jel-
lies concert,” he said. “I saw too much of myself in you,
Daniel.”

“Yeah,” I said. Beyond that, I was speechless.
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we kept walking. It was hot enough now that Neo had
taken off his shirt and was walking in his white T-shirt, with
the blue button-down draped over one shoulder.

After ten minutes or so, we came to a place along the
towpath where the river was easily accessible. We walked down
to the bank and sat on a couple of large rocks there. “Neo,
what does a guy like you say about other religions? I mean, do
you believe Jesus is the only way? Do you believe good Bud-
dhists and Muslims will be in heaven?”

Neo stood up and found a couple of flat stones and started
skipping them across the water. Two skips, four, seven . . . Be-
fore long I had joined him. “Dan,” he said, “I feel that my goal
in life is to help people love God and to know Jesus, not to hate
the Buddha or disrespect Muhammad. The fact is, to have some
televangelist with erect hair make snide comments about the
Buddha—that isn’t my idea of Christian maturity.”
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For some reason, his answer angered me. Not that I am
overly fond of televangelists or that I have anything against the
Buddha. I suppose I felt . . . betrayed. “So,” I responded, with
something like cynicism in my voice, “you’re more or less a plu-
ralist, then. Whatever people believe is OK, as long as they’re
sincere. That’s certainly a popular and convenient attitude.”

Neo squirmed. He plunked his last rock into the water
and looked down. “Dan, I don’t know what you intended, but
the tone of your voice brings back some pretty bad memories
for me. It seems like we just switched gears from two friends
talking sincerely and openly to . . . a kind of inquisition. Did
you mean to sound that way? Are you testing me? Is that what
this conversation is all about?”

I instantly knew what he meant. I had felt the same thing
more times than I wanted to remember—people who were
church-shopping, asking, “Are you Spirit-filled?” or “Do you
believe in inerrancy?” or “What’s your position on homosexu-
ality?” It’s a cheap feeling to answer a test question of that sort,
like you’re selling yourself.

So I apologized. I told him I hated that feeling of being
under inquisition, and I was sincerely sorry I made him feel
that way. Looking back, I think the discomfort Neo was caus-
ing me, just by making me think, was beginning to stir up a
bit of hostility in me. I’m not proud of that, but there it is. I
hoped it wouldn’t get worse.

“It’s OK,” Neo said. “Apology accepted.”
I dropped my last stone on the shore and walked over to

the edge of the water, where some driftwood had accumulated.
I found two sticks and broke them to the right length for walk-
ing sticks. I gave one to Neo, and without a word we climbed
up the bank and back onto the towpath. For a long time the
only sound was the leaves crunching under our feet. After a few
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minutes, as if nothing had happened, Neo plunged right back
into our conversation: “Dan, when it comes to other religions,
the challenge in modernity was to prove that we’re right and
they’re wrong. But I think we have a different challenge in post-
modernity. The question isn’t so much whether we’re right but
whether we’re good. And it strikes me that goodness, not just
rightness, is what Jesus said the real issue was—you know, good
trees produce good fruit, that sort of thing. If we Christians
would take all the energy we put into proving we’re right and
others are wrong and invested that energy in pursuing and doing
good, somehow I think that more people would believe we
are right.”

I was intrigued but not satisfied. “Of course I agree with
you that goodness is important, Neo, but I wonder . . . Are you
saying that questions of truth are passé?”

He responded, “No, it’s just that the old notions of truth
and knowledge are being, hmm, I was going to say ‘decon-
structed,’ but we don’t need to get into all that vocabulary. The
old notions are being questioned. New understandings of truth
and knowledge that might improve on them haven’t been fully
developed yet. So Dan, I’m not in any way saying truth isn’t
important. But I am saying that truth means more than factual
accuracy. It means being in sync with God.”

Looking back, I wish I would have waited and pondered
that last statement a good bit more before pressing ahead. But
I just skated over it and moved on. “Well, how do you evange-
lize, then, if you don’t try to convince people of truth? I remem-
ber that old quote from Saint Francis, about telling his followers
to go everywhere and preach the gospel, and if necessary, use
words. Is that what you mean—let your good deeds preach?”

“Sure, that’s part of it. An important part of it. Demon-
stration must accompany proclamation, I guess you could say.
But there’s more. Instead of saying, ‘Hey, they’re wrong and

c08.qxd  2/26/08  7:36 PM  Page 88



Yeah, But What About the Other Guys? 89

we’re right, so follow us,’ I think we say, ‘Here’s what I’ve
found. Here’s what I’ve experienced. Here’s what makes sense
to me. I’ll be glad to share it with you, if you’re interested.’

“Instead of conquest, instead of a coercive rational argu-
ment or an emotionally intimidating sales pitch or an impos-
ing crusade or an aggressive debating contest where we hope to
‘win’ them to Christ, I think of it like a dance. You know, in a
dance, nobody wins and nobody loses. Both parties listen to
the music and try to move with it. In this case, I hear the music
of the gospel, and my friend doesn’t, so I try to help him hear
it and move with it. And like a dance, I have to ask if the other
person wants to participate. There’s a term for pulling some-
one who doesn’t want to dance into a dance: assault. But if you
pull someone in who wants to learn, and if you’re good with
the music yourself, it can be a lot of fun!”

With that, Neo turned his cap backward and pretended
to be waltzing along the path with an imaginary partner, look-
ing about as much like a ten-year-old boy as a middle-aged Ja-
maican guy in a perfectly white T-shirt can look. He pulled
his blue dress shirt off his shoulder, took the cuff of one sleeve
in his left hand and flung the other sleeve over his right shoul-
der, giving substance to his invisible partner. At one point he
pretended to trip and managed to catch himself by grabbing
onto a tree, and then he made a great show of pretending to
help his fallen partner up off the ground, dusting off the shirt
with great courtesy and concern. He said, “Of course, some-
times the best of us get tripped up, and in so doing, we trip
others up too.” I laughed for a brief moment—at his little act
and at his boyish freedom. But for some reason, I couldn’t
loosen up myself and really laugh with him. I had to get right
back to my heavy questions.

“But don’t you want to critique other religions? I mean,
there’s so much that’s false there. Are you saying that just any
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dance will do? It doesn’t matter whether it’s the right dance?”
We had started walking again.

“Yes, Dan, I believe it must be God’s dance. And you’re
right, there is so much that is false in other religions. But you
know, there’s a lot that is false in here,” he said, pointing to his
head and then his heart, “and in here too. My knowledge of
Buddhism is rudimentary, but I have to tell you that much of
what I understand strikes me as wonderful and insightful, and
the same can be said of the teachings of Muhammad, though
of course I have my disagreements. And before you mention
conversion with the sword and violent fundamentalism and that
sort of thing, just remember that Christianity has had the same
problems. We have a lot of our own embarrassments to face. In
the long run, I’d have to say that the world is better off for hav-
ing these religions than having no religions at all, or just one,
even if it were ours. I wonder if these other religions might have
a role much like Paul described for the Old Testament law back
in Galatians—they serve as tutors or caretakers that preserve a
culture until Christ can come to it with his good news. They
aren’t the enemy of the gospel, in my mind, any more than
Christianity is the enemy—though of course, sometimes it is.”

I heard him say this, but it didn’t register. Christianity as
the enemy of the gospel? What could he possibly mean? He
picked up my confusion and stopped walking. He motioned
for me to come over and sit on a mossy old fallen tree parallel
to the path. I looked back—we had come a long way—and
then I leaned and looked forward—we still had a long way to
go. I was getting tired of both walking and thinking. As we
caught our breath, Neo said, “I hope I’m not upsetting you too
much. I think that last bit about Christianity too often being
the enemy of the gospel really threw you.”

I said yes, it had. To explain, he told me a story about his
summer vacation, back in June. He had gone to Seattle, where
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his parents lived. One day he took the ferry out to Bainbridge
Island, just to look around. On the way back he got talking to
a man who was, like him, enjoying the beautiful Seattle skyline
from the rail on the top level of the ferry. They got talking, and
somehow the subject of religion came up. When Neo identi-
fied himself as a Christian, the man identified himself as Jewish
and then added, with no malice, “I watched one of your cable
TV stations recently. To be honest with you, it made Christians
look pretty stupid.” Neo said that he hoped the man wouldn’t
judge all Christians by a few kooks with a cable station. The
man said, again, with no malice, “Actually, I’ve thought about
it a good deal. On the whole, I think Christianity is a force for
evil in the world.”

Then the man added, “I grew up in a small town in In-
diana. We were the only Jewish family surrounded by Chris-
tians. It was a terrible way to grow up. We were never accepted;
we were always outsiders. The only contact beyond superficial-
ities was when some of the fundamentalists would tell me I was
going to hell; they hoped to convert me. Obviously, they had
the opposite effect. I travel a lot, and wherever I go, it seems
that Christians are creating in-groups and putting everybody
else in out-groups. Of course, the Holocaust is the most ex-
treme example of that. It’s too bad, really, because I’ve studied
Jesus, and I think he was a great Jewish prophet, maybe the
greatest who ever lived. But Christianity and Jesus don’t seem
to have too much in common, as far as I can see.”

I asked Neo how he replied to the man. “What could I
say? I told him, sadly, that there was too much truth to his
statement.” That’s all? I asked. “Yes. But when he said good-
bye, he was genuinely warm to me. He walked with me down
the gangplank and all the way to the street. He was catching a
plane to Hawaii, and so I helped him carry his bags and accom-
panied him across the street from the ferry to the taxi stand.
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When he said goodbye, it felt like we were old friends already.
So I hope I represented a different kind of Christianity to him.”

“Didn’t you feel obligated to in some way defend the
faith to him?” I asked.

“Why, Daniel? Why defend the indefensible? The man
already thought well of Jesus—that’s the important thing. I just
wanted to give him further evidence that the Spirit of Jesus is
not behind the craziness he saw on TV or the exclusionism he
experienced as a child or the horror he saw in the Holocaust.
Sure, he made something of an overstatement, but there was
too much truth in it to brush it away. The best thing I felt I
could do was simply to agree with him. After all, in the gospel
itself, Jesus had to rebuke the disciples on several occasions,
telling them they weren’t of the right spirit. If it happened then,
why be surprised that it happens down through history? Chris-
tianity isn’t salvation, that’s for sure! The good news is.”

I responded, “As you say that, I think of Jesus telling Peter
to ‘get behind me, Satan.’ I guess that should tell us that we
Christians will sometimes be walking with Jesus and at the same
time working against him. Wow. I never thought of that before.”

We were walking again. I kept wishing I had brought along
a snack of some sort, because we were both getting hungry.

“But getting back to other religions,” I continued, “didn’t
Jesus say that all who came before him were thieves and rob-
bers? And didn’t he warn his followers about false Christs who
would come after him? That doesn’t sound like he’s so positive
or neutral about other religions.”

“Well, to whom do you think Jesus was referring when
he talked about those who came before? Was he referring to
Plato? Aristotle? The Buddha? Was he referring to the Old Tes-
tament prophets—they came before him? My guess is that he
was referring to the false messiahs of his own era, maybe even
people like Barabbas, insurrectionists, zealots. I don’t know.
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And as for those who came after, did he mean David Koresh
or Joseph Smith types, or Hitler or Stalin types, or what?
Whomever he was referring to, I’m sure they were thieves and
robbers. And I’m sure he wasn’t—because he came to give, not
take. You know, Dan, he could have meant the cable TV types
my Jewish friend on the ferry referred to!”

I came back: “But Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the truth, and
the life. No one comes to the Father but by me.’ What do you
do with that?” I was pretty tense, but my tone was sincere; I
wasn’t putting him through “inquisition” this time.

“I’ll tell you what I do with that. I agree with it. One
hundred percent. I am in no way saying that the Buddha,
Muhammad, or anybody else is the way. I’m not saying they’re
alternatives to Jesus. Dan, I’m a Christian! I love Jesus! I’m just
saying that it’s pathetic for some ignorant preacher to mock the
Buddha and Muhammad—neither of whom he has ever seri-
ously studied, much less understood—as if he’s smarter, wiser,
and better just because he believes in Jesus. He might be blessed
for believing in Jesus, but that doesn’t make him smart.”

Then Neo said something that I will always remember:
“I think some Christians use Jesus as a shortcut to being right.
In the process they bypass becoming humble or wise. They fig-
ure if they say ‘Jesus’ enough, it guarantees they won’t be stu-
pid. I agree with the guy I met on the ferry—that doesn’t seem
to be working! If people reject Jesus when they hear some half-
baked would-be evangelist strutting his stuff and mocking the
Buddha or Muhammad, I don’t think they’re really rejecting
Jesus. They’re rejecting the arrogance, ignorance, and bad taste
of the preacher.”

“OK, Neo. But I never said anything about mocking
anybody.”

“I know. But I’ve heard so much of that sort of thing—
and unfortunately, now, thanks to the miracle of television,

c08.qxd  2/26/08  7:36 PM  Page 93



a new kind of christian94

people around the world can see and hear Christians being stu-
pid. I think it’s very ugly. Look, I believe that Jesus is the sav-
ior of the world. I believe that someday every knee will bow to
him and every tongue will confess he is Lord. I believe that he
is truly the way, that if we believe in him and follow him, he
will bring us to the Father. Too often, when we quote the verse
about him being the way, it sounds like we’re saying he’s in the
way—as if people are trying to come to God and Jesus is block-
ing the path, saying, ‘Oh no, you don’t! You have to get by me
first.’ I really don’t think that’s what he meant when he said he
was the way.

“And Dan, I really believe he is the truth. He is reality;
he is authentic; he is genuine and real and not fake or false in
any way. And I really believe that he is the life, that fullness of
life is in him. And I really believe that not one person will be
in real contact with God the Father apart from the work and
wisdom and love of Jesus. If I didn’t believe that, I don’t think
I could call myself a Christian.”

“Now you’re confusing me,” I said. “A few minutes ago
you seemed to be defending other religions. Now you’re agree-
ing that people of other religions are lost.”

“That’s not exactly what I said, Dan. Look, I believe that
to be a just person means I should defend others when they’re
falsely accused. And I think that too often Christians falsely ac-
cuse other religions of things that just aren’t true. That injus-
tice on our part is an ugly blemish. It brings shame on the
gospel and on Christ. Can you blame me for wanting to stand
up for justice even in regard to people I may not agree with?”

I nodded my head and said I could see what he meant,
and he continued. “Look, my understanding of the gospel tells
me that religion is always a mixed bag, whether it’s Judaism,
Christianity, Islam, or Buddhism. Some of it reflects people’s
sincere attempts to find the truth, and some of it represents
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people’s attempts to evade the truth through hypocrisy. Some
of it reflects glimpses of God that people get through nature,
through experience, through the fingerprint of God in their
own design and the design of the universe—like Paul talked
about in Romans 1 or in Acts 19. And some of it represents
our own ego, our own pride, as we try to suppress the truth
and look holy while we do it. As you said, even Peter had to be
told that he was a mouthpiece of Satan once! So I don’t think
Christianity has, on the whole, proved itself much better than
Peter. But isn’t that the point of the gospel—that we’re all a
mess, whatever our religion, in need of God’s grace?”

I came back fast: “So you don’t think Christianity is bet-
ter than any other religion? You can’t mean that!”

I stopped walking, and he walked on a few paces and
then turned around and waited for me to catch up. He said,
quite firmly, “Look, Dan, I believe Jesus is the Savior, not
Christianity. Is that so bad? Why do you think I left the pastorate?”

Something at that moment broke loose in me. It felt like
a rope that was holding me up suddenly snapped and I was
falling. Why was there this reservoir of fear or aggression (or
both) seething inside me, waiting for a moment like this to
erupt? “Damn you!” I shouted, surprising myself, because I’m
not habitually a “cusser.” “Damn you! You are so damn hard to
figure out! And if you think you’re helping me”—now I was
yelling—“you’re not! You’re just making things worse!” My
hands were clenched, and my face was trembling. I was beside
myself. Was I about to start crying? Where was this guy com-
ing from? What was he doing to me?

Neo looked shocked, completely speechless. He held out
his hands. “I didn’t mean to . . .”

“I don’t care! I don’t care!” I shouted. “If I were to think
like you, if I voiced one-tenth of what you’re saying to me, I’d
be fired in a second. I won’t put my wife through that. I won’t
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put my children through that. I won’t put my church through
that either. Why the hell don’t you just tell me about becom-
ing a high school teacher and forget all this theological crap?
This is crazy! You’re not helping things!”

Not only am I not normally a cusser, but I’ve never hit
anyone or anything in my adult life. I’m just not by nature a
violent person. So what happened next surprised—and still
embarrasses—me. I took my walking stick and swung it with
all my might, swung it like a baseball bat, swung it at nothing
in particular but maybe at everything in general. I heard the
swoosh, and I swung it again, this time against the trunk of a
tree. Half of it snapped and flew off into the woods, whirling
like a helicopter blade. “Damn it all!” I shouted. Then I sent
the other half of my stick flying into the woods, flying end over
end, and turned my back on Neo as the stick bounced off one
rock and then another and landed on the fallen leaves. A full
second of silence ensued, and then I stormed away, back in the
direction we’d come from, away from our destination, with no
thought about where I was going.
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neo came after me, calling “Dan, Dan, I’m sorry, I’m sorry
for upsetting you. I’m so sorry.” I kept walking—stomping was
more like it—but I hadn’t gone twenty paces before I felt like
a fool. I was a kid throwing a temper tantrum. What an idiot
I was. I turned back, and we met in the middle of the path. I
couldn’t look at him. There were no birds singing, no insects,
nothing.

We both said it at the same second: “I’m sorry.”
We walked back to the parking lot without saying an-

other word. I don’t know what Neo was thinking, but I was
hardly capable of thinking anything. I was feeling a lot
though—embarrassment, frustration, fear, regret, and more
embarrassment for my outburst.

When we got to our cars, Neo leaned his walking stick
against a “No Parking” sign and came over and grabbed me by
the arm. “Look,” he said, “neither of us wanted this to happen.
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We’re both tired, in more ways than one. Let’s let this settle for
a few days. Then why don’t you give me a call if you’d like to
talk again. OK?”

I nodded my head. I began to apologize, but he inter-
rupted: “No apology is necessary. I have a way of pushing too
hard sometimes. The fault is all mine. I’ll wait to hear from
you.” He took off his hat, got in his car, and drove away. I
stood leaning against my car for a few minutes and then did
the same.

I was hoping to avoid Carol when I got home, but no
such luck. She took one look at me and asked, “What hap-
pened? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, nothing. I’m just right back to where I
started.” I walked right past her, no hug, nothing, and contin-
ued, “I had some hope there—for a few weeks I had some
hope. But this isn’t going to work.” I slammed the door and
went up and took a shower.

When I came downstairs, Carol’s eyes were red and there
was a box of tissues on her lap. I came over to the couch and
sat next to her. I tried to give her a hug, but she was stiff. “I’m
worried about you,” she said. “It was so good to see you hap-
pier for the last few weeks. Meeting Neo really seemed to light
something up again in you. But like a bubble, now it’s burst
again. I’m worried and afraid for you, Dan—for us. I’ve tried
to be strong, but . . . I’m tired of being married to . . . to . . .”

She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. I helped her:
“to an unstable person. I can’t blame you. I’m tired of being an
unstable person.”

Carol said, “I’ve been praying for you, Dan. Just this
morning, I thought of all your sadness, all your thinking, all
your struggle, and I prayed: God, do you see how much he loves
you? If he didn’t love you, if he didn’t love the truth so much, he
would just play the game, just fulfill the role. But God, he is suffer-
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ing because he really wants the truth. He really cares. I hope God
notices, Dan. I hope God pulls you through this.”

Carol and I have a kind of repetitive pattern in our mar-
riage. It’s an ongoing fight, really. She asks me how my day was
or how my week away at a conference was, and I say fine. She
asks for more details, and I try to give them, but my mind goes
blank. Then she acts hurt, as if I’m trying to hold something
from her. And then I get mad, because I honestly can’t think
of anything to tell her and I just want her to let it go.

Fortunately, this time I not only could remember all the
details, but I wanted to share them. I told her everything I re-
membered about my walk with Neo, our talk, and my snapping
on the way back. She listened, with tears in her eyes, and when
I finally finished and asked her, kind of pathetically, “What
should I do?” She said, “You’ve got to keep talking to that man.
I don’t know what it is, Dan, but he seems to have what you
need. I think God sent him into your life, but not just to tell
you about teaching. And maybe he needs you too. I hope you
didn’t scare him away.”

“But Carol,” I said, “when I talk to him, sometimes I feel
like I’m going to fall away from God.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But maybe that’s a risk you have to
take. It’s not like you’re in such a great place now. Besides,
maybe you’ll fall into God instead.” I smiled and looked down,
remembering that I had written something very similar in my
journal a few weeks earlier.

I got through my Sunday duties as best I could, and I
managed to hold off calling Neo until Monday afternoon. It
was odd. I expected to feel awkward. When he answered the
phone, I said, rather gravely, “Dr. Oliver, Dan Poole here.” He
said, “Reverend Poole . . . it’s damn good to hear from you!”

And I couldn’t help it—I just started laughing. He
mocked my cussing and in one sentence dispelled the tension.
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“Neo, my wife suggested that I ask you if you’d be so
kind as to come over to dinner,” I said. “I’ll cook something
simple—and I promise, no poison!”

“As long as you don’t have any sharp objects in your
hand. I saw what you did with that walking stick!” he joked.
“Seriously, Dan, I’d love to come over. I’m free Thursday and
Friday.”

“Thursday it is, then,” I said. I gave him directions, and
I was off the phone in less than thirty seconds.

On Tuesday, I worked for over an hour on a long letter
of apology to Neo for my outburst. On Wednesday, I threw it
out and started over again. Both versions tried to say the same
thing, but with a lot of somewhat tortured introspection and
analysis: 

I don’t know what came over me Saturday. I

think I felt torn between my honest curiosity

and desire to pursue the truth and the practi-

cal realities of being a pastor—which means

living in a role where changes in theology

have serious ramifications. I have been vacil-

lating so long between hope and despair about

continuing in ministry. Our conversations had

been rekindling my hope that maybe I could

make it, but then I think reality set in and

despair resurfaced. When hope and despair col-

lided at that moment, it was like an explo-

sion. I vented that explosion on you, Neo,

and I’m sorry.

On Thursday, I threw out version two of the letter and in-
stead wrote this short note on a sympathy card we normally
send to people who have lost a loved one. I hoped my attempt
at humor would come through: 

�

c09.qxd  2/26/08  7:36 PM  Page 100



Redeeming Our Culture over Dinner 101

Neo, I think you probably understand my out-

burst last Saturday better than I do. I’ve

never acted like that or spoken like that

with anyone. I ask your forgiveness, and your

prayers. Dan. 

The lack of long and involved explanation seemed to
honor Neo’s intelligence and our friendship.

When Neo arrived, he gave me a warm greeting, a hug
this time instead of a handshake. I hadn’t gotten a chance to
give him the letter before Corey and Trent ran in and intro-
duced themselves. They were in their soccer uniforms (they had
a scrimmage right after dinner), and within seconds Neo was
out in the backyard with them, kicking a soccer ball. I watched
him out the window, his tie flying back over his shoulder, his
gray suit jacket flapping as he turned and dodged and dribbled.
He was laughing, and so were the twins. I felt bad breaking
things up for dinner. “That’s the best sport in the world,” he
said as he came in, catching his breath, straightening his tie.
“And there’s one of the world’s best midfielders!” he said as he
saw Jess, who ran over and shook his hand—with the added
knuckle-to-knuckle punch—before we all sat down for the
meal. I said a prayer, and then Neo and Jess talked about some
of her teammates, none of whose names I recognized, I’m em-
barrassed to say.

Carol is normally a bit shy, but shortly after we sat down
to dinner (I cooked my specialty, red beans and rice with spicy
chicken), Neo had her telling all kinds of stories about her
childhood in Atlanta, how we met at Baylor, her work as a
graphic artist before our kids were born. She got him to re-
count the outlines of his own story, which he had shared with
me in our first few conversations. I stayed pretty quiet. I was

�
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physically conscious of the envelope in my jacket pocket; I
wanted to give it to Neo but wanted to find the right moment
after the kids left the table.

The boys needed to be driven over to the middle school
for their soccer scrimmage, just a few miles away, so the three
of us excused ourselves after the main course. Jess must have
excused herself shortly after the boys and I left—probably to
talk to some friends on the phone, her after-dinner ritual. That
left Carol and Neo alone at the table for about twenty minutes
until I got back.

It was clear they had gotten into some serious conversa-
tion while I was gone. When I brought in dessert and coffee
and sat down, Neo was telling Carol about his divorce—a sur-
prise to me, as I had assumed he was a lifelong bachelor.

He was saying, “No, Carol, we had no children. I always
wanted children, but first it was seminary for me, and then col-
lege for her, and then . . . then we began splitting up. These
things take time.” I didn’t know how to take that last sentence.

“Maybe that’s why you enjoy teaching so much then,
Neo. Maybe all these kids are like your kids,” Carol said.

“Ah, yes, I’m sure that’s true,” he said. “Welcome back,
Dan!”

Carol didn’t acknowledge my reentry into the conversa-
tion, but she didn’t waste any time involving me: “Neo, my
husband tells me he totally freaked out with you the other day.
What do you think got him so upset?”

“As I recall, Carol, I said something unfair and disparag-
ing about organized religion. I imagine that Dan suddenly felt
that I was not taking seriously the complexities of his life, as
someone who has devoted his life to organized religion and has
a family to support and a mortgage to pay. And he was right—
I was insensitive and completely out of line. It’s so easy for an
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outsider to take cheap shots, and so he had every right to get
upset with me. I was grossly oversimplifying a complex—”

Looking back, that would have been my chance to take
out my letter and apologize, because the whole mess was my
fault, not his. But for some reason I missed the opportunity en-
tirely and instead interrupted with this: “But you’re Episco-
palian, Neo. That hardly makes you an outsider to organized
religion.”

He replied, “Good point, Dan. Good point.” He thought
for a moment and then said, “You know, ‘organized religion’ is
a terribly troublesome term, two terribly troublesome terms,
really. I mean—would we prefer ‘disorganized irreligion’?”
Carol smiled at that, and he continued, “Overorganization or
underorganization would be problematic, but I don’t think or-
ganization itself is the problem.”

Carol said, “Then religion is the problem?”
Neo replied, “The old Latin roots of the word simply

mean ‘reconnecting,’ you know—broken ligaments, severed
connections, being reconnected and defragmented. That
sounds like exactly what we need, don’t you think? We’re
‘deligamented,’ disconnected, fragmented people who need to
be ‘religamented,’ reconnected, put back together with God,
with one another, reintegrated within ourselves, reconnected
to the world we are part of.”

Carol’s mild south Georgia accent struck a noticeable
contrast to Neo’s Jamaican lilt: “That’s truly fascinating, Neo.
I don’t tend to think of religion in those positive terms. Actu-
ally, I think I’ve seen religion as part of the problem. Being a
pastor’s wife, of course, you see a lot, and it’s easy to get cyni-
cal. But even as when I was growing up, I think I felt that way.
Where I come from, with the religious right and all, religion
tends to get wrapped up in city politics, state politics, national
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politics—as if the world’s secular power is the real prize. But up
here—and to me, Maryland is still definitely up north—it’s very
different.”

“What do you mean?” Neo asked.
“Well,” she continued, “the religious right is certainly

strong up here too. But in general—you know, among the peo-
ple of our neighborhood here, for example—religion seems to
be more about the private world. It’s about my needs, my com-
fort, my feelings, my preferences. You know how people say re-
ligion is a private matter. Either way, I’ve always had mixed
feelings about the word religion.”

“I see what you mean, Carol,” he said. “You’re quite
right. On the one hand, there are plenty of people everywhere
who want to impose their religion on others through legisla-
tion, as if values and beliefs could be imposed any better by
law than by sword. And on the other hand, there are plenty of
people for whom religion has become little more than a hobby,
or maybe a way of talking to yourself, like the ‘positive self-
talk’ you hear about sometimes—maybe like a child singing
songs to herself in the darkness of her bedroom, to help her
fall asleep without imagining ghosts in her closet and mon-
sters under her bed.”

I’m not good at just listening to a conversation, so I in-
terrupted: “Hey, Neo, I know what you’re thinking.” He asked
what. I said, “That political and private are two poles on a line
down here”—I ran my finger along the condensation on my
glass of ice water and then drew a line of water on the table—
“but that there’s another answer up here,” moving my other
hand in a circling motion above the line.

Neo was stirring his coffee and flashed me a warm smile.
“Actually, Dan, I was thinking no such thing. But now that you
mention it . . .”

I said to Carol, “Get ready, honey. Here it comes!”
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He smiled and spoke slowly. “I think what Jesus was
about, and really, what all the apostles were about at their best
moments, up here on this higher level”—he was moving his
hand in an oval—“was a global, public movement or revolu-
tion to bring holistic reconciliation, a reconnection with God,
with others, with ourselves, with our environment. True reli-
gion, revolutionary religion. That’s what got them in such
trouble.”

Carol responded, “How could anybody be against that?
How could anybody not want that?”

Neo ignored her question, or missed a step in the con-
versation, or else was reverting to something earlier, because I
wasn’t sure how what he said next related to what Carol was
asking: “I think what people really mean when they say they
are against organized religion is that they’re against hypocriti-
cal religion, misguided religion, blind or unthinking religion,
religion of rules and laws rather than love, religion that comes
diced and preprocessed and shrink-wrapped like ground beef.
And that’s what I’m against, whether it’s in Hindu garb or Bud-
dhist or Christian—especially Christian! So it’s not a matter of
private comfort or political power. It’s a matter of revolution-
ary mission, wouldn’t you agree, Dan?”

His question was obviously rhetorical, so I didn’t try to
answer it. Instead, I asked, “Neo, how would you tell the dif-
ference between authentic religion and misguided religion?”

He said, “I don’t think you can. It’s not that simple. Re-
member what Jesus said? The wheat and the tares are always
mixed together. There are good Catholics, good Greek Ortho-
dox, good Pentecostals, and good Episcopalians, believe it or
not. And there are plenty of bad ones too.”

At that point we all got serious about the dessert I had
brought out. It was a store-bought pumpkin pie, but Neo made
a big deal about it. A few minutes later we took our coffee
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mugs out onto the deck. It was cool, but not too cool, and we
resumed our more serious conversation.

Neo spoke, but not in his usual direct manner. He was
kind of rambling. “Back to your question, Dan. I remember a
couple of years ago, when I was in Paris as a chaperone for a
senior-class field trip—which I don’t recommend, by the way.
I remember hearing that the word for ‘a religion’ in French was
culte. And it got me thinking about the relationship between
their culte and our cult and the relationship between a cult and
a religion in English. And then that got me thinking about the
relationship between the words cult and culture.”

Carol and I were holding our coffee cups, anticipating
the rest of his story, but he just kept staring, looking down at
his shoes. Finally I said, “OK, well, what?” He laughed. “Gosh,
it’s funny. It struck me as a really great insight at the time, but
I don’t have many people to talk to about all this, and so I
think I’ve forgotten. . . . Oh, yes. Now I remember. I got to
thinking about the different ways religion tends to relate to the
culture around it, the way the culte interacts with the culture. I
wish I could remember. . . . I guess for starters, culte can sim-
ply try to serve culture—you know, kind of like civil religion. I
would even include your religious right in this category, Carol.
Sometimes your radio preachers seem so concerned about “sav-
ing America” that you’d think the gospel existed for the sake of
American culture. Sometimes, I think, religion loses its soul in
this way, and culte simply becomes a facet of culture. It gains a
certain kind of power and respectability at the cost of its soul.”

Neo continued, “Religion can also try to withdraw from
culture—isolate itself and create its own subculture. I suppose
the most extreme groups we call ‘cults’ do this most notori-
ously; they completely separate themselves and develop their
own insider language, their own conspiracy theories, their al-
ternative histories, and as a result we call them cultic. But
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there’s a whole range of isolation, from mild to extreme. Jesus,
it seems to me, had a different way—radically different. He
wanted to send his people into the culture with a mission—
not in service to the culture in the sense of helping the culture
achieve its own ends but in a kind of divinely subversive way,
culte infiltrating culture with the kingdom of God, not trying
just to serve it as a civil religion would, but more like trying to
redeem it for a higher agenda, God’s agenda.”

For Carol, that word redeem brought back a memory from
several years back, which she shared with Neo. We had been at
a conference in Washington, D.C., about Christianity and the
arts, and performing at this event was a dance troupe from
Uganda. The leader of the group gave a little speech in between
two dance performances. Carol said, “I still remember the sound
of his accent and the passion of his words. He said, ‘When the
missionaries came to my country, at first they tried to drive the
culture from the people. They tried to replace it with their own
European culture, and they almost succeeded. But even though
we believed the gospel, we resisted their efforts to eradicate our
culture, because we came to realize that Jesus came not to drive
the culture from the people but the sin from the culture. He
came not to condemn our culture but to redeem it.’ ”

Neo said, “That’s good. That’s very good. Uganda . . .”
After a long, thoughtful pause, he continued, winking at me,
“That’s why, in my mind, it should be possible to be a Christ-
ian and yet be culturally Buddhist, Muslim, or Navajo.”

He anticipated a reaction from me, and he got one. “You
mean, they would still be Buddhist?” I asked.

He answered, “We have to realize that Buddhism is more
than a religion, more than a culte. It is also a culture. So I can’t
see why Jesus couldn’t invade Buddhist culture, just as he in-
vaded Jewish and Greco-Roman culture in the first millen-
nium and European cultures in the second. If in the third
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millennium Christ enters Buddhist culture, he will spark an
outbreak of real Christianity—just not Western European
Christianity. And if Christ enters Islamic culture, he will spark
an outbreak of real Christianity, but again, it won’t be West-
ern European Christianity. That to me is the missionary chal-
lenge of the third millennium: not eradicating Buddhist or
Islamic or tribal cultures but blessing them with Christ—let-
ting Christ enter them and drive the evil from them, as that
dance troupe leader said, and in that way redeem them. And
my guess is that each will bring something that will enrich our
Christian heritage too, just as the African dances enriched you
that day. And in the process, maybe we’ll let Christ enter our
own Western culture in a new way too. That’s a nice thought!”

Two or three times I started to say something, but each
time I anticipated what Neo would say, so I stopped myself. I
finished my coffee and then went inside and poured myself an-
other cup, and then another memory came to mind, which I
shared with Neo when I came back out on the deck: “You’re
making me remember another really fascinating moment from
a couple of years ago. I got a call one Friday morning saying
that a group of Native American pastors was coming to D.C.
for some special meetings and their accommodations fell
through. Would I be willing to host them? I said sure (after
checking with Carol—I have learned that much through the
years!), and that evening I picked up seven of them at the air-
port. I’ll never forget the crowded ride home in the van—I
don’t think I’ve ever been around such happy, fun-loving men.
The jokes and puns and laughter just flowed. When we got
home and they saw my guitars and mandolin, they immedi-
ately started to play and sing. I never would have guessed that
Indians like cowboy music!”

Neo chuckled at this, and then I continued. “On Satur-
day they had their meetings downtown, and then they did some

c09.qxd  2/26/08  7:36 PM  Page 108



Redeeming Our Culture over Dinner 109

sightseeing. On Sunday we sang an old country-and-western
gospel song together at my church, with me playing the man-
dolin. It was a riot—the people just loved it. The guys had to
leave on Monday morning, so we stayed up well after midnight
that Sunday night, singing and talking. When the music qui-
eted down, I asked them a question: ‘Do any of you use Native
American culture in your church services back home?’ There was
this awkward silence, and they looked around at each other—
no joking now; everyone was very serious.

“Finally one of them said, ‘No, we don’t.’ And then, all
around the room, they started to admit that they didn’t use any
Native culture in their services, that the missionaries had told
them it was all of the devil, that sort of thing. Then one of the
men made a confession. I could tell that it took some courage
for him to say this. He said, ‘Actually, I do still go to “the
sweats,” and for me it is part of my worship.’ He then ex-
plained the ritual of the sweat lodge: ‘I take off my clothes—
which is like getting honest before God. Then I go down into
the sweat, which is like going down deep into my heart. I am
there, naked, with all my brothers, which is a reminder that I
am part of a community and I can have no pride or pretense
in front of them. Then we pour water on hot rocks over a fire,
and the rocks make steam. This is like prayer, and as I pour the
water, I confess my sins to God. The more I confess, the hot-
ter it gets, and the hotter it gets, the more I sweat. The sweat
is like purification. So for me this is a meaningful part of my
worship now that I’m a Christian. I’ve never told anyone this—
you might think that this is terrible.’

“Then,” I continued, “one of the other pastors spoke up
and said it really did concern him. It sounded to him like syn-
cretism, like adulterating pure Christianity with pagan elements.
He said that we shouldn’t mix worship of the One True God with
elements from other religions. The silence became uncomfortable

c09.qxd  2/26/08  7:36 PM  Page 109



a new kind of christian110

until this same fellow started to speak again, with tears now
streaming down his face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘That wasn’t me
speaking. That was my seminary speaking through me. Please
forgive me. I really think what you just said about the sweats
was beautiful.’

“It took him a couple of minutes to finish speaking, he
was so choked up—it was really quite moving to see how emo-
tional this was, not just for the two men who had spoken but
for all of them. Then this man continued, ‘I am Hopi, and one
of the most meaningful memories in my life is being a boy, be-
fore our family became Christians, and being at the powwow.
We would dance and dance for hours each day. You see, in
Hopi culture, dance isn’t just symbolic. Dance is actually a
form of prayer. Every time my foot stamps on the ground, I’m
saying something to the Great Spirit that I could never put into
words. My whole body is praying as I move around the circle.’

“By this time, he was standing and demonstrating the
movements. Then he sat down again and put his head in his
hands. ‘One of my greatest dreams,’ he said, ‘would be some-
day to lead my congregation in a Hopi dance of worship to
my Savior.’ Then he really started to weep, and the other men
went around him and put their hands on his shoulders, and
one of them prayed for him. What a moment that was. I’ll
never forget it.”

I went on to tell how the conversation ended. After every-
one sat down again, I asked how they could begin to reintegrate
native customs into their worship, and one of the pastors re-
sponded, “It’s not that simple, Dan. It may be too late. You see,
I travel all around the country doing antidrug talks at reserva-
tion high schools. I probably see more Indian kids than
just about anybody else in any given year. Wherever I go, I see
kids who are ashamed to be known as Indians. My own daugh-
ters refuse to register as Indians, even though by doing so they
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could get free college tuition. If you go into any high school
on any reservation, you would think you were in Philadelphia
or Chicago, because the kids have totally embraced African
American urban culture—rap music, baggy pants, whatever is
in style on MTV. They are almost all ashamed of their culture;
they don’t want to be different from the ‘teen mainstream.’ So
I think if we want to reach the younger generation, we have to
become even less Indian than we are now. It’s sad, really.”

This engendered some lively discussion, and I remember
adding, “Wouldn’t it be ironic if, in the name of Christ, we try
to conserve and preserve the very same native cultures in the
twenty-first century that we tried to wipe out in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries?”

I looked over at Neo to see his response to all of this, and
he was just staring at me, his fingertips pressed together and
touching his lips. He was smiling faintly. At the time, I didn’t
realize why he seemed so interested in and moved by these sto-
ries. Later I realized that as a black man, for him these stories
had a meaning and an impact that went beyond anything Carol
or I, as Caucasians, could grasp. Maybe he was being kind by
not saying what he was thinking about my people, my ances-
tors. I don’t know.

Since we were on the topic of culture, and since Neo
seemed so interested, Carol said, “Dan, you should tell him
about that Indian wedding you performed last summer.” I
looked at Neo to see if he wanted to hear the story. He looked
at my watch and said he needed to leave shortly but would like
to hear the story. It was also getting quite cool, so I promised
I’d give him the short version.

I had been asked to perform a wedding for a Native
American woman and an Anglo man. They decided to bring
marriage customs from both cultures into their wedding. The
wedding began with loud yip-yip-yip shouts, and it included
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having the couple smoke a peace pipe and blow sage smoke in
the four directions of the compass and several other customs
that were new to me. I remember thinking that some of the
people from my church must think I’m really over the edge to
be participating in this event. But then we came to the part of
the wedding where they exchanged rings, and I realized that
gold rings were simply part of European culture—no better or
worse than smoking a pipe or blowing sage smoke. And I real-
ized that organs and flowers and white dresses were no better
or worse than yelling yip-yip-yip. I was simply more used to
customs that came from my own culture.

When I finished this story, Neo didn’t get up to leave. I
wish I had been more sensitive to what he must have been
thinking, but at the time I was focused only on my own ques-
tions and issues. I said, “But it made me wonder, wouldn’t it
flow the other way too? I mean, Christ would influence the cul-
ture, but wouldn’t the culture influence Christianity too?” I
guess that concern about syncretism that the Hopi pastor ex-
pressed was also a concern of mine.

Neo’s voice sounded a little sharp as he responded, “Well,
syncretism is usually what Christians who are thoroughly im-
mersed in one culture talk about when Christianity is being in-
fluenced by other cultures. So, for example, modern Western
Christians are very sensitive to a potential syncretism with post-
modernity, but they are for the most part pretty oblivious to
how enmeshed their version of the faith is with modernity. To
some degree I think syncretism is unavoidable. For example,
when the gospel came to the Greco-Roman world, the Greeks
and Romans got the gospel, but Christianity got Plato and
Aristotle and Socrates too, for better or for worse. Or take
democracy—we certainly didn’t get that from the Bible alone;
the Athenians had something to do with it. But most of us
hold it pretty dear—just as medieval folks held to the idea of
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monarchy as being God’s sanctioned form of government. So
syncretism is pretty hard to avoid.”

Carol said, “I guess that worries me—or concerns me.
How do we know that we are really getting the gospel at all, in-
stead of a tossed salad form of it, with a little of this, a little of
that?”

Neo paused a moment and then said, “That’s a good
question. I guess the first protection that comes to mind is the
Bible. This is why I think we must always keep coming back
to the Bible and doing our best to let it form and unsettle us
when necessary. A friend of mine who now pastors back in
Jamaica once told me that the parts of the Bible that bother
you most are the ones that have the most to teach you. He said
that instead of minimizing your discomfort and trying to ex-
plain those parts away, you should bear down on those passages
and maximize how different they are, really wrestle with those
parts. That sort of wrestling is good for us. It would have been
nice if American and Jamaican Christians in the eighteenth
century had wrestled a little harder with Paul’s letter to Phile-
mon, for example, while they were importing my ancestors
from Africa and enslaving them on plantations and—”

I interrupted, “Yes, but I’m thinking about what you’ve
taught me about postmodernity, Neo. The Bible didn’t seem to
save the Western church from getting in bed with modernity.
It seems like we see the Bible through whatever lens we get
from our culture.”

Neo said, “No doubt, no doubt. That’s why we need
the church itself—not just our little local church or our de-
nomination, although it starts there, but more, the whole
church, now and through history. If we’ve sincerely and
honestly wrestled with Scripture—not just as individuals but
as a community—and if we’re really listening to one an-
other—especially the minority voices, the ones we might try
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to marginalize and ignore—we have to believe that we’ll be bet-
ter off, more in tune with God’s plans for us, less beguiled by
our own culture and its subtle ways of tricking us into reinter-
preting the faith—exaggerating some things, minimizing oth-
ers, and totally missing still others. That’s why the black church
and the Hispanic church, the South American, Asian, and
African churches, and also the medieval and ancient churches
all have voices that the dominant modern European-culture
churches really need to listen to.”

Then he added, “Something else comes to mind. If we’re
trying to not let the gospel get diluted or polluted with all
kinds of other influences, at the end of the day we have to trust
that the Holy Spirit will guide us. As we wrestle with Scripture
and listen to one another, we have to believe that God will
guide us too, don’t you think?”

Carol came in with a loud “amen” and then said, “You
know, Neo, Dan just preached about that a few weeks ago. He’s
going through the book of Acts in his sermons, and he got to
that big debate in Acts 15. Dan talked about how dramatic it
was. Who could have imagined that within a few decades of
Jesus’ life on earth, Christians would be making some of their
most sacred traditions optional—like circumcision and . . .
what was the other one, Dan? Oh, yes, all the dietary laws. But
here they are, feeling that God was guiding them to do some-
thing that must have seemed very dangerous, very compromis-
ing. They argued and listened and probably prayed a lot too,
and in the end they said, ‘It seems good to the Holy Spirit and
to us.’ So I agree with you, Neo. We have to interact with the
Bible and the whole church and listen to the Holy Spirit and
wrestle it out. I reckon we’ll still make our share of mistakes—
but I guess the mistakes can go either way, you know? I mean,
it would have been a terrible mistake to try to keep the dietary
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laws and impose circumcision on everyone, even though that
might have seemed ‘safer.’”

Neo pointed his finger at Carol and gave her a big smile.
“You, Carol, must give your husband plenty of competition
when it comes to good theological thinking. Do you preach
too? You’d be pretty tough competition for Dan, I would
think!”

Before I could say anything, Carol smiled at me, half-
joking (but only half ), and said, “Dan, I don’t see what’s so rad-
ical and outlandish about Dr. Oliver’s ideas. He makes perfect
sense to me.” We all laughed.

With that, Neo thanked us and got up to leave. Before
he left, he and I agreed to get together for lunch on Saturday,
just two days away. He drew me a map to a favorite restau-
rant of his in Takoma Park. I’d never been there, never even
heard of it.

Carol and I walked Neo out to his car. As he drove away,
I realized I had forgotten to give him my letter. I guess it didn’t
matter. The conversation was flowing again. Our friendship
had survived my meltdown.

When I came back inside, I saw an envelope leaning
against a pitcher on the kitchen table. It had my name printed
on it. I opened it. Of course, it was from Neo. Oddly, the mes-
sage was written in pencil on graph paper. Here’s all it said:

Daniel, please accept my apology for pushing

you so hard. I have some feeling for what I

was putting you through intellectually and

spiritually on our long walk.

When I was very young, my grandmother used

to point to the mountain ranges that stretched

from east to west just inland from Port Maria.

�
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She would say, “If you find you-self on one

mountain peak and you wanna get to anodda

higher one, den dey is only one way up, and

dat is to go down fust.” I am confident that

the low point in our conversation was simply

a necessary descent in our journey to a higher

peak. Everything’s going to be alright. Your

friend, Neo.
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neo’s map was perfect, but when I arrived, I was a bit con-
fused. What I expected to be a restaurant was actually a bar.
But upon entering, I instantly knew why Neo liked it so much.
There were three soccer games playing on three different TV
screens around the room. I saw Neo standing and waving me
over, and as I sat down, I was engulfed in a rather startling mix
of accents and languages—Spanish, I think it was Portuguese,
even some French from some African fellows at the bar.

“Wow,” I said. “I always surf right by the soccer games
on TV. I had no idea there were three games on at the same
time though!” I said.

“No, no, no—I wish there were, but that screen there is
the only live game. Those other screens are videos—that’s the
famous World Cup game of 1998 where France took the cup,
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and that one . . . I’m not sure. It’s Brazil playing somebody. It’s
probably one of Pele’s last games. For most of the world, Pele
is Mickey Mantle, Babe Ruth, Joe Namath, and Muhammad
Ali all wrapped up in one.”

I felt a little uncomfortable. I was the only Caucasian in
the restaurant, and that was an odd feeling for me. Neo made
me feel a little less comfortable by asking me if I wanted a
beer. I come from a long line of teetotalers, so I quickly de-
clined and ordered a Diet Coke instead. Then he added insult
to injury by ordering for himself—I’m not making this up—a
beer called Pete’s Wicked Ale. At least, I thought, it’s highly un-
likely that anyone from Potomac Community Church will
come in here and see me in a bar.

Neo thanked me for the dinner on Thursday and said a
number of flattering things about my family. “You’re a lucky
man,” he said, “truly blessed.”

We ordered sandwiches for lunch and talked more about
soccer; then Neo turned serious. “Driving over here,” he said,
“I was thinking about where our conversation should go next.
I feel terrible about pushing you too hard last week. I realized
that I have stubbornly refused to address the original question
you asked me about, and I wondered if you want to ask your
questions about high school teaching.”

I looked down at my folded hands and said, “No, Neo,
driving over here I realized that this isn’t just about my career,
my future. This is about my own spiritual life—you know?—
my own beliefs, my own relationship with God. I guess you
could say it’s about my own pursuit of truth. So if you’re will-
ing, I’d like to go right back to where we were when I . . . when
I freaked out. I liked what your letter to me said, that quote
from your grandmother. I think she was right. Sometimes you
have to go down in the short run in order to go up in the long
run. So I think we should pick up where we—”
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Neo interrupted, “Where we started descending from the
peak of modernity? OK. Just remember, though, often the dis-
comfort gets worse before it gets better.”

I joked: “Maybe I should order a Wicked Ale too then.”
(But I stuck with Diet Coke.) I nodded up toward one of the
screens where a player had just scored and the crowd was going
wild and the announcer was shouting “GO-O-O-O-AL!”:
“Let’s play.”

Here, roughly paraphrased, is where Neo took me. He
said that he had been raised, as I had, to believe that the cen-
tral story of the Bible was about saving individual souls. The
gospel, as he (and I) had understood it was about getting indi-
vidual souls into heaven. (His exact words were “getting my
butt into heaven.”) Several years earlier he had begun having
some problems with this for several reasons. He borrowed a pen
from me and started writing key words on his placemat.

First, it smacked of selfishness. Would God want a heaven
full of people who wanted to be “saved” but didn’t necessarily
want to be good? If we pitch the whole story as, “Do you want
to go to heaven or hell?” he said, we run the risk of attracting
people who want salvation from hell without necessarily want-
ing salvation from sin. This would be a story about being cho-
sen for elite privilege, not sacrificial service.

Second, in a postmodern context, he said, the individual-
ism of this approach sounded downright evil, like using insider
trading information to gain an unfair advantage over others in
the stock market. A good-hearted person might respond, “I love
my neighbors, and if you’re offering me something that my neigh-
bors can’t have, then I don’t want it.” However, if it were put in
the service context, so that we are chosen by God not for privi-
lege but for service, the reverse would be true: “I love my neigh-
bors, and if receiving God’s salvation will help me help them, then
I want it!” He said the difference might seem subtle, but the more
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I thought about it, the more I would see how profound it was. (It
wasn’t until months later that I agreed with him.)

Third, he said that there have to be two dimensions of sal-
vation, not just one. More conservative Christians, he said,
tend to focus on the eternal dimension—saving one’s soul from
hell. More liberal Christians, he said, tend to focus on the his-
toric dimension—saving the human race and the planet from
destruction. The biblical view of salvation was comprehensive
of both, and we need to keep both alive—not only the “getting
of individual butts into heaven” but also “saving the world.”

He wasn’t sure how this all worked out theologically, but
he felt that a key component of working it out was to distin-
guish the church and the kingdom. I was nodding my head but
not particularly engaged. He was lecturing me, I felt, and I was
eager for more give-and-take.

Then he started working on a diagram. He said that most
Christians see the church—represented by a circle—as identi-
cal with the kingdom—represented by another circle drawn ex-
actly over the original circle. Some Christians disassociate the
two completely, represented by two circles, one drawn on ei-
ther end of the placemat, with the church being God’s people
now and the kingdom being reserved for some future age or
dispensation beyond this life altogether. He said that he grav-
itated toward a different view where the church circle was a
small circle mostly included in a bigger circle (not completely,
he said, because there’s too much stuff that goes on in the
church that has nothing to do with God’s kingdom). The big-
ger circle of the kingdom represents God’s work in the world
at large—God’s concern for the environment, God’s work with
people of other religions, God’s identification with the poor
and oppressed, God’s dispensing of artistic gifts so that artists
can express beauty and glory and truth, that sort of thing. His
placemat ended up looking something like this:
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The church exists, he said, to be a catalyst of the king-
dom. In other words, it doesn’t just exist for its own aggran-
dizement. It exists for the benefit of the kingdom of God,
something bigger than itself. Of course the church must grow,
numerically and spiritually, but that growth matters so the
church can become more and more catalytic for the kingdom
of God, for the good of the world. This means that the world
doesn’t exist for the benefit of the church, as if the world were
a mountain that we strip-mine to get ore to process in our spir-
itual factory, for the church’s enhancement. No, the church ex-
ists for the world—to be God’s catalyst so that the world can
receive and enter God’s kingdom more and more. I remember
two particularly crisp and memorable statements from that part
of the conversation: “God so loved the world that he gave it his
only Son, and his Son’s only church,” and “God’s kingdom is
a reality that both inhabits history and transcends it.” The
kingdom, he said, is where the historical and the eternal come
together.

1. Church = Kingdom

3. Church as catalyst for
Kingdom, for the good
of the world

Kingdom
World

2. Church unrelated to Kingdom

Selfishness

Two dimensions

Church + Kingdom

Individualism
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Since then I have come to see how important that ten- or
fifteen-minute conversation was, but at the time it went largely
over my head. (Fortunately, that placemat was taped into my
journal along with the others, so I could go back over it later.)

I was basically being polite until I could ask the question
that had been churning in my brain during my car ride over to
the restaurant. “Neo, getting back to other religions, like we
were talking about beside the river last week, I think you kind
of dodged my real question. I’d like a really straight answer
from you on this: Do you believe that people of other religions
will go to heaven?”

Neo gave me a look that I didn’t understand at the time.
I now surmise that he was disappointed because he had been
trying to convince me that salvation was about more than get-
ting people into heaven after they die but I was still preoccu-
pied with that single issue. He paused for a while—again,
looking back, I think he was trying to decide whether to an-
swer my question or tell me I was asking the wrong question.
Finally, he said, “I have an idea. One of the last sermons I ever
preached before I left the ministry was on this question. I know
I have it on tape somewhere. I’ll be glad to get the tape to you.”

From that point on, our conversation lightened up, and we
watched the soccer game that was playing on the screen above the
bar, and before we were done, Neo had bought me a Pete’s
Wicked Ale, which wasn’t so wicked after all. Before we left, he
invited me to a DC United game a few weeks later, a Sunday
game, but late enough in the day that I could still go after church.

He also promised to lend me some books that he thought
would be helpful to me.

The tape and books arrived in the mail a few days later. I
put the books aside for several weeks but listened to the tape im-
mediately, while in the car, actually two or three times, and even-
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tually asked my secretary to transcribe it for me. Here it is. The
sermon was called—Neo wasn’t much for catchy titles—“Death.”

DEATH

For some reason people like to tell jokes about death. For
example, . . . [Note: I have omitted two jokes Neo told
at this point, one about an oxygen tube and one about
a dead cat. They were funny on the tape, but when writ-
ten down, they sounded kind of grotesque.]

I think we like to tell jokes about death for the
same reason we like to tell ghost stories on Halloween.
It gives us a way to sidle up to a subject that we are nerv-
ous about confronting head on. But today I would like
us to think of death as a door, and I would like us to
walk up to it face on and in a sense open it and look
through it together. I think a good starting point would
be some words from Ecclesiastes 3 (1–2, 11): “There is
a time for everything, and a season for every activity
under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die. . . .
He has made everything beautiful in its time.”

Those are striking words, aren’t they? There is a
time to die, and when it is time to die, death can be, not
something to fear, but something . . . beautiful. Now
that statement could sound like a pathetic pile of non-
sense, depending on which story you find yourself in.
Let me explain what I mean by that. There are two dom-
inant stories alive in our culture today. Worldwide, I
would say there are four or five dominant stories, but
only two are dominant in our culture.

Story one goes like this: Once upon a time, the
universe banged into being for no apparent reason and
with no apparent purpose. Someday it will end and there
will be no one left to remember it ever existed. In the
meantime, we live and die. And that’s about it.
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Story two begins with a Creator who designs the
universe to produce life. The Creator cares about every-
thing he has made, including us. The Creator reaches
out to us in many ways, constantly inviting us into a re-
lationship of trust. When we die, we enter into the Cre-
ator’s presence so that in some sense this life that we now
live is a prelude to a dimension of life that never dies.

Now at least one of those stories is false, and if you
believe the second story is false, then no wonder you fear
death. You’ve got to grab for all the gusto you can in life,
because when life is over, you’ve seen your last gusto,
baby. You only go around once in life, and when you die
with the most toys, that’s tough, because not only can
you not take the toys with you, you’re not going any-
where you can take them to anyway, and there’s no you
left and nowhere to go.

But what if the second story is true? What if, in
broad outline, it describes the situation in which we find
ourselves? I’m not just asking what if we pretend it’s true
to help us make it through the night. I’m asking you to
consider, what if it is actually, really, accurately, substan-
tially, profoundly, powerfully, definitely, unambiguously,
factually, fully, and finally true?

If that’s the case, then we can stop fearing death.
Because the fear of death takes a terrible toll on life, but
when we overcome the fear of death through believing
and living by that second story, the reality of death ac-
tually yields many gifts. To illustrate, I’d like to get your
help in a little thought experiment.

First, let’s follow the first story through to its log-
ical conclusions. I’ll ask you to help me by periodically—
when I cue you—asking, “What’s the consequence of
that?” OK? First, I’m aware that I’m going to die some-
day. What is the consequence of that? I have to cram all
the experiences and pleasures I can into the limited time
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frame I am allotted, and I have to fear or flee from every
pain or frustration, since they are wasting precious time
that I wish were being filled with pleasure. What is the
consequence of that? I have just eliminated from my life
all the pleasures that take a long time and all the virtues
that require discipline and difficulty. And what’s the con-
sequence of that? I become superficial, hurried, maybe
frantic, always disappointed, always afraid that I won’t
get happy and stay happy. What’s the consequence of
that? Well, if I am the only one living this way, it’s bad
enough, but if more and more people are living that way,
it’s not hard to imagine that you get a world very much
like the one ours is fast becoming—cheapened, polluted,
scarred, tense, anxious, empty, frantic. It’s all meaning-
less in the end, so who cares? Death wipes it all away, so
. . . whatever.

Now let’s run through the same thought pattern
living in the second story. I understand that I am going
to die someday. What’s the consequence of that? I real-
ize I should focus on things that will have value not only
in this life but also in the life to come. What’s the con-
sequence of that? I am able to maximize the joys of life,
to slow down and really savor them, rather than rushing
through them to cram the next one in. What’s the conse-
quence of that? I find myself being grateful for every
small pleasure of this life, seeing it as a gift from God
and seeing a preview of heaven. What’s the consequence
of that? I am enabled to see the hardships of life in a new
perspective too, as character-building opportunities to
grow and develop the sinews and muscles and backbone
of my soul. What’s the consequence of that? I feel that
the trials of this life aren’t even worth comparing to the
glory that is to be revealed in the next life. What’s the
consequence of that? I feel a confidence and freedom
from worry in the face of every trial, including the trial
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of death. What’s the consequence of that? I do not live
life in a hurry or in a desperate attempt to distract my-
self from a meaningless end; instead, I live life to the
fullest, life as God intends it to be lived. What’s the con-
sequence of that? Well, if I live this way, it’s good for me,
but if I can influence more and more people to live this
way, then the world will become a very different kind of
place, so that in some real way we can say we are enter-
ing and experiencing the kingdom of God.

Now this doesn’t mean that death will be easy. Peo-
ple who study death tell us that people frequently go
through predictable patterns as they let go of their hold on
this life and prepare themselves for the next. They often
start with shock and denial and then experience anger, and
then they try to bargain for a little more life, and then they
feel depression, and then they reach acceptance. Others de-
scribe biological death as the last in a series of deaths, be-
ginning with vocational death, when we can no longer
work, followed by social death, when we can no longer be
out and about with our friends and family, followed by
psychological death, when we lose our mental capacities,
followed by physical or biological death. There is often a
long and difficult process of letting go. But just because
the process is not easy does not mean it can’t be meaning-
ful and, in the words of Ecclesiastes, even beautiful. Lis-
ten to one of my favorite authors, Paul Tournier:

The meaning of life, its total meaning, which im-

parts to it its unity despite the diversity of its vari-

ous stages, is obedience to God. In growing up and

developing, the child is obeying God, who gave him

life and its wonderful power of growth. In making

his choices, the adolescent is obeying God, who

granted him the liberty to choose and the responsi-

bility of choice. In throwing himself passionately
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into all his creative adventures, the adult is obeying

God, who has made him in his own image. And in

detaching himself from particular things and

ephemeral actions, and attaching himself instead to

transcendent values, in accepting his human condi-

tion, necessarily fragile, temporary, limited, and in-

complete, the aged person is still obeying God, who

made men “strangers and exiles on the earth” (He-

brews 11:13).1

So nobody is saying that this process is going to be
easy. But I think you’ll agree that in this light and in the
context of the story of the gospel, death can in fact be
beautiful in its time. Now I don’t think I need to remind
you that this isn’t just a theoretical issue for us. This is one
of life’s inevitables. As the great philosopher Blaise Pascal
reminds us, “We are embarked.”2 In other words, if you
are alive, you’ve already set sail. You’re already moving to-
ward this moment. If all goes according to normal pro-
tocols, you will grow a year older every year, and
eventually you will come to the time to pass through the
door of death. You will either approach that door kick-
ing and screaming, filled with regret and terror, or you
will approach it as the nineteenth-century poet and nov-
elist George MacDonald does in this beautiful poem:

Our old age is the scorching of the bush
By life’s indwelling, incorruptible blaze.
O life, burn at this feeble shell of me,
Till I the sore singed garment off shall push,
Flap out my Psyche wings, and to thee rush.3

Well, you might ask, what shall we expect when
we go through that door? The Bible tells us that through
that one door, there are two very different experiences.
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The first experience is what we call heaven. I don’t know
what your image of heaven is—if it’s like an eternal, bor-
ing church service or sitting in an eternal waiting room
with Muzak playing and clouds floating around. I’d like
to help you get a very different image of heaven by read-
ing for you some quotes about heaven by some great
Christian thinkers.

According to C. S. Lewis, heaven will be above all
a place of joy: “Dance and game are frivolous, unimpor-
tant down here; for ‘down here’ is not their natural place.
Here, they are a moment’s rest from the life we were
placed here to live. But in this world everything is up-
side down. That which, if it could be prolonged here,
would be a truancy, is likest [most like] that which in a
better country is the End of ends. Joy is the serious busi-
ness of heaven.”4

The fifth-century Christian philosopher Augus-
tine described it in words so beautiful that someone
should put these words to music: “There we shall rest
and see, see and love, love and praise. This is what shall
be in the end without end. For what other end do we
propose to ourselves than to attain to the kingdom of
which there is no end?”5 We tend to think of this life as
clear, substantial, solid and the life beyond as hazy,
murky, unclear, foggy. But the Apostle Paul said the exact
opposite: “When perfection comes, the imperfect disap-
pears. . . . Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mir-
ror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part;
then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.”6

When Paul was in prison and contemplating his
own death, he described it like this: “I eagerly expect . . .
that I will have sufficient courage so that now as always
Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by
death. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I
am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful
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labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I
am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with
Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for
you that I remain.”7

And the Apostle John describes something equally
wonderful—that at the sight of Jesus Christ, in the pres-
ence of his unmitigated brightness and unveiled glory,
all the darkness in us will be banished: “How great is the
love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be
called children of God! And that is what we are! The rea-
son the world does not know us is that it did not know
him. Dear friends, now we are children of God, and
what we will be has not yet been made known. But we
know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we
shall see him as he is. Those who have this hope within
them purify themselves, just as he is pure.”8

Above all, according to Jesus, going through that
door can be like coming home, coming to a place where
you fit, a place where you belong, a place just right for
you: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God,
trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms;
if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there
to prepare a place for you.”9

Now in contrast to this first experience, for some
people, when they pass through that door, the experience
will be very different. To illustrate, let me lead you on a
little thought experiment. Imagine that you have just
died and passed through the doorway of death. And you
enter heaven. And it is a place of intense brightness, a
place fragrant with goodness, a place alive with love. The
presence of God seems to pervade everyone and every-
thing, like a light that doesn’t shine onto things but
rather shines out of everything, everywhere. In this place,
people are humble and genuinely interested in others.
They are eager to serve one another, and they love to
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laugh and dance and be free as children. There are no in-
hibitions. There is nothing to hide. It is a place of true
freedom, trust, and intimacy. And even though it is a
place of great diversity, with people of all cultures and
languages and times retaining all their uniquenesses, it
is a place where no one argues, no one fights, no one
hates, and no one complains—not because they aren’t al-
lowed to but because they don’t want to, because they
accept and love one another completely. They are fully
alive. OK, do you have that picture? Think about how
you would feel upon entering that place.

OK. Now I want you to imagine that someone
has walked beside you through that doorway of death.
And that person has lived his life cramped in hatred and
fear, tight in guilt and greed, ingrown in lust and selfish-
ness. He has spent every day of his life complaining and
being bitter and blaming others and being ungrateful.
He has been suspicious of those different from himself,
and he has become an expert at lying and cheating and
using others. He is proud, arrogant, unwilling to admit
he is wrong, maybe now incapable of doing so. He is so
used to getting his own way that he has never been sat-
isfied in any situation unless he is completely in charge.
These aren’t just the behaviors he has practiced; these are
the features of the person he has become. Now, how
would that person feel?

Could it be that the very light that seems beautiful
to you would seem blinding to him? Could the very
warmth of the love of that place that to you is so perfect
seem to him horrible? Could the acceptance and love and
trust and openness that welcome you seem to him dis-
gusting, weak, terrifying, insipid, or repulsive? Sometimes
I wonder if we have it all wrong. Maybe it’s not that there
are two places beyond the door of death, heaven and hell.
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Sometimes I wonder if hell is just what heaven feels like
for those who haven’t learned in this life what this life is
intended to teach. I believe with all my heart that God is
not willing for even one person to miss out on the joys
and glories of heaven. I believe with all my heart that if
there is any way for individuals to be rescued from their
wrong choices in this life, I believe they will be rescued
and redeemed. But I also believe that we have the sober
responsibility of realizing this: that, as Pascal said, we are
embarked. We are becoming on this side of the door of
death the kind of people we will be on the other side.

And for that reason, the reality of death gives us
an important gift every day: it reminds us that we can’t
keep putting off the work of becoming. It tells us to pre-
pare to meet God then by entering into a relationship
with him now. It echoes the words of Jesus, “Turn, turn,
turn to God . . . because the kingdom of heaven is near.”
Because someday it will be time to turn in our final
exam. Someday the teacher will say, “Time’s up. Pencils
down.” Someday the essay that we have written with our
lives will be complete.

What we will have become on this side of the door,
that we will be on the other. That fact means that we live
every moment at the nexus of peril and possibility.

But I must tell you, I don’t think we are ever in
a position to judge others. After all, Jesus said that many
who are seen as last here will be first there, and many who
are first here will be last there. So I don’t think it’s our
business to prognosticate the eternal destinies of any-
one else, as a story from C. S. Lewis makes clear. In this
story, a soldier has gone through something analogous
to the doorway of death. This soldier has served a false
god named Tash all his life, and he comes upon a great
Lion named Aslan, who represents Christ.
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In a narrow place between two rocks there came to

meet me a great Lion. The speed of him was like

the ostrich, and his size was an elephant’s; his hair

was like pure gold and the brightness of his eyes,

like gold that is liquid in the furnace. . . . In beau-

ty he surpassed all that is in the world, even as the

rose in bloom surpasses the dust of the desert. Then

I fell at his feet and thought, Surely this is the hour

of death, for the Lion (who is worthy of all honor)

will know that I have served Tash all my days and

not him. Nevertheless, it is better to see the Lion

and die than to be [king] of the world and live and

not to have seen him. But the Glorious One bent

down and touched my forehead with his tongue

and said, Son, thou art welcome. But I said, Alas,

Lord, I am no son of Thine but the servant of Tash.

He answered, Child, all the service thou hast done

to Tash, I account as service done to me. Then by

reason of my great desire for wisdom and under-

standing, I overcame my fear and questioned the

Glorious One and said, “Lord, is it then true, as the

Ape said, that thou and Tash are one?” The Lion

growled so that the earth shook (but his wrath was

not against me) and said, It is false. Not because he

and I are one, but because we are opposites, I take

to me the services which thou hast done to him, for

I and he are of such different kinds that no service

which is vile can be done to me, and none which is

not vile can be done to him. Therefore if any man

swear by Tash and keep his oath for the oath’s sake,

it is by me that he has truly sworn, though he know

it not, and it is I who reward him. And if any man

do a cruelty in my name, then though he says the

name Aslan, it is Tash whom he serves and by Tash

his deed accepted. Dost thou understand, Child? I
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said, Lord, thou knowest how much I understand.

But I said also (for the truth constrained me), Yes I

have been seeking Tash all my days. Beloved, said

the Glorious One, unless thy desire had been for

me thou wouldst not have sought so long and so

truly. For all find what they truly seek.10

May you live in this life, and seek in this life, so
that you may approach the door of death knowing that
yes, even that final departure can be beautiful in its time.
Let us pray: God, I believe in you. Although I can’t be cer-
tain or prove it scientifically, the second story we considered
today makes more sense to me. I want to turn to you now
and not put off the work of becoming what you want me to
be. I ask for your mercy, God. Please forgive me. I believe
Jesus was your way of reaching out to me, and I believe that
when he died, he paid for all of my wrongs. So I come to
you, and ask you to accept me, just as I accept you into my
life now. I want to follow you in this life and be with you
forever. Amen.

As I said, I listened to his tape several times. It both inspired
and bothered me. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt my theology
torquing tighter each time I listened to it. We’d have a lot to
talk about next time we met.
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it was a perfect October Sunday afternoon, October 10,
1999. (I remember the exact date because of what happened
the following day, which I will tell you about in due time.) In-
credible sky, clear and blue. White clouds. A bit chilly, in the
low sixties, too cool for a short-sleeved shirt without a sweater.
Sun so bright you’d need either sunglasses or a baseball cap to
enjoy the game. Neo picked me up and showed me his cooler
full of fixings for a picnic lunch before the game. We were
going to meet a few of his fellow teachers, along with some stu-
dents and their parents, at the stadium parking lot. He had the
details all worked out—we’d find each other by using cell
phones.

On the way to the game, I wanted to pick up another
line of discussion from our walk along the Potomac two weeks
earlier. Traffic was terrible, so it looked like we’d have plenty of
time to talk.
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“Neo, I listened to your tape, and I liked it.”
“Why do I think a but is about to be said?” Neo asked,

with a big smile.
“No buts,” I said, “. . . but—” and immediately we both

laughed. “OK, there is a but. I just can’t imagine preaching that
sermon in my church without being called a heretic and getting
fired. That’s the kind of thing that makes me think I should give
it up and become a high school teacher.”

“Please don’t make it sound like high school teaching is
the repository for failed preachers!” Neo said, laughing. “Some
of us find it a great place to serve God and our neighbors! But
seriously, what parts were most troublesome?” Neo asked.

I answered, “Well, that C. S. Lewis story, for one. It goes
into that whole subject of other religions that we talked about
on our long walk—which I still haven’t fully recovered from,
by the way.”

“Recovered from the walk physically or spiritually?” he
asked.

“Or from my freaking out emotionally. Either way—
take your pick,” I answered. “Back to the tape, it sounded
like you were saying that everyone goes to the same place,
heaven, but experiences it differently, when Scripture makes
it clear that there two roads and two destinations, two differ-
ent destinations.”

Neo laughed: “Well, now you know why that was one of
my last sermons! I tried to be more forthcoming on my way out!
But seriously, Dan, don’t you think that all of the language about
heaven and hell is evocative language, not technical description?
I know that moderns don’t have much capacity for poetry, hav-
ing been enslaved to modern technical correctness for so long.
But Jesus—Jesus was allowed to be evocative in his language.
Shouldn’t we—or should I say, shouldn’t you, as a pastor?”
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“Maybe it should be that way, but I think my people
would take evocative as provocative! As I said, if I talked about
that sort of thing, I’d have people calling me, writing me let-
ters, leaving the church saying I’m not biblical,” I said.

Neo suddenly appeared peeved. “That’s not fair! In those
terms, even the Bible isn’t ‘biblical,’ for heaven’s sake! I mean,
Jesus was scandalously risky with his language. He compared
God to an unjust judge and an unfair boss. He held up a
crooked steward as an example of the kingdom. He said that
prostitutes would enter the kingdom before the Bible scholars.
Where are these people coming from, calling themselves Chris-
tians but not allowing their pastors to use language in nontech-
nical ways? Man, no wonder you want to change professions!
Spiritual realities require risky language, unless you think they
can be reduced to little formulas and formulations. But I guess
modern folk do think just that.”

I asked Neo how people responded when he preached
that sermon. He said, “Well, actually, exactly as you predicted.
It was maddening. I remember getting four or five critical let-
ters. But I also got a note from a woman who told me her
brother and husband—church-averse people—had happened
to attend church that day with her, and they talked about the
sermon all week. She said it really got through to them. I had
another woman come up to me in tears, telling me that she felt
freer to love God after that sermon than she ever had in her
life. She told me she wanted to get up and applaud when it was
over. It’s hard to live with the mixed reviews, isn’t it?” I said,
“That’s for sure.”

Neo continued, “And you know what frustrates me even
more? By nitpicking like that, the poor people missed the
whole point of the sermon! That God is real! That he is the ul-
timate reality we will face when we die! That we will all be
held accountable—Christians and non-Christians! And that
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the accountability isn’t to some trivial list of petty rules but to
the ultimate reality of the Being of God, in all God’s glory and
compassion and goodness. I mean, didn’t you love that C. S.
Lewis story? Doesn’t that just make you want to worship God?”

I told him that it really did move me. It was ironic how
many people liked to read C. S. Lewis at home, but somehow,
when his ideas or approach are taken into the pulpit at church,
they get nervous. We sat in silence for a few minutes. Neo
turned on a classical music station—it was playing Aaron
Copeland’s “Lincoln Portrait,” one of my favorite pieces. I felt
like Neo had gotten pretty worked up and needed to calm
down a bit, so I didn’t say anything for quite a while longer.
Then I asked him, “Why do you think church people get so
tense, so inflexible? I mean, they don’t start out that way.”

“I gave up trying to figure that one out, my friend. What
do you think?” he said.

“I guess . . . I guess they get to feeling like I felt when I
blew up at you. I guess they come to religion for some certainty,
some clarity, some simplicity. I guess they react when the thing
they’re counting on for stability starts shaking them up instead
of consoling them, calming them.” This was all dawning on me
just as I said it. I went on: “I think a lot of them are afraid, just
like I was, and actually, to be fair, they have some legitimate
concerns. They’re afraid of heresy and sin creeping into the
camp. So they want to keep everything safe, sanitized.”

Neo said, “You’re making a lot of sense today, Dan. Keep
talking.”

“It really is a legitimate concern, you know. It’s a real
struggle for me, and for my church. How do we remain open
and accepting of people, without compromising and condon-
ing sin? We really struggle with that,” I said.

“Thank God you have that struggle,” Neo said, “That’s
the kind of struggle every church should have, because it
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means you’re dealing with real people, real issues. Everyone
isn’t just pretending to have it all together.”

“Yes, and that’s where it gets messy,” I responded. “For
example, we have many cohabiting, unmarried couples attend-
ing our church, and we welcome them, even though we believe
that sexual relationships should be reserved for marriage.”

“So whether cohabitation is right or wrong,” he said, “you
agree that you have to accept them where they are, just as Jesus
did. You’d agree that you have to start where they are so you can
help them move on morally.” I suppose he was asking me a
question, although it didn’t sound like it.

“Yes,” I said, “but it gets pretty complicated sometimes.
I tell our people that we don’t expect non-Christians to act like
Christians, and we don’t expect new Christians to act like ma-
ture Christians, and that helps, but it’s still tough to function
with people playing by different sets of rules.”

He replied, “I know that must be messy, but it sounds a
lot like the early church. Talk about complicated, and talk about
different sets of rules! You had kosher and nonkosher, vegetari-
ans and nonvegetarians, circumcised and uncircumcised—the
same kind of complexity. No wonder love is such a theme in the
New Testament! Without love, they would have torn each other
apart! So maybe that complexity and messiness is a sign that
you’re continuing in the spirit of the early church.”

Neo interrupted his train of thought to point out some
particularly beautiful trees in their fall colors. Then he contin-
ued, “But let’s be realistic. Let’s play it out. Let’s say that most
modern churches can’t or won’t handle that complexity. Let’s
say they won’t accept anyone into their fellowship who does
not already live by their moral code. Where does that lead?”

“Well, Neo, if God wants to enfold people into commu-
nities of faith, I guess he’ll have to raise up new communities
elsewhere.”
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“OK,” he said, “and where will that leave your evangelical
descendants?”

I almost shuddered: “Gosh, maybe a hundred years from
now, the descendants of my fellow evangelicals today will be
like the Amish of tomorrow, but instead of maintaining 1850s
German culture, they’ll perpetuate 1950s American culture.
They’ll still be thriving, or at least surviving, but as a kind of
separated society.”

“I think that’s a real possibility,” he said, “and although
it is pretty limiting, it’s not such a bad future, really. The fact
is, the Amish have an important role in our society. By their
very separation, they proclaim a kind of unspoken message to
our whole culture.”

I interrupted, “Hey, Neo, my descendants could become
a tourist destination! You know—instead of ‘let’s go to Lan-
caster County to see the Amish,’ it will be ‘let’s go to Wheaton,
Illinois, or Colorado Springs or Orange County to see the
evangelicals!’”

Neo joined in the humor: “That could be a very happy
future for the evangelicals—perpetually preserving the 1950s,
when civilization was at its highest!”

I reminded Neo that the 1950s were before my time, and
he said, “Ouch, ouch!” and mimed taking a knife out of his
heart. Then I got a bit more serious and said, “But Neo, you can’t
really mean it when you say that becoming like the Amish is ‘not
a bad future.’ I know that you believe that Christians ought to
be in touch with their times and their culture. I mean, you dance
and watch MTV and drink Pete’s Wicked Ale! You live as a very
integrated member of contemporary society. And speaking of
the Amish, you even attended an Amish Jellies concert!”

He groaned at another bad pun of sorts. “Yes, you’re right.
But Dan, I can still appreciate a calling very different from
mine. Isn’t it possible that God could have a special mission for
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the Amish (besides making great jellies!) and an equally special
mission for people like you and me who live very differently?
Does one have to be wrong and the other right? I mean, it’s
right there in the Bible—the sons of Rechab in the Old Testa-
ment and John the Baptist in the New served God by being
total abstainers from alcohol, and Jesus served God by turning
water into wine. Talk about complexity!”

I wasn’t used to being around someone who was every bit
as fluent in biblical references as I was. It took me a second to
recall who the “sons of Rechab” were. Neo was still talking:
“That’s another problem with the modern view of sin: it wants
to make everything simple, universal, uniform, black and
white. Life isn’t that simple, man. Sin isn’t that simple.”

“Maybe we’d better switch the radio to one of the religious
stations,” I said, half-joking. I tried to imitate a southern-style
preacher: “Why, brother, you need a serious dose of good old-
time hellfire and damnation preaching so you’ll know that a
sin is a sin is a sin!”

Neo didn’t laugh. “Actually, Dan, I don’t consider sin
something to joke about. One of the most dangerous things
in the world—maybe even the most dangerous—is to redefine
sin to suit our own tastes. I hope I’m as concerned about sin as
any radio preacher. The fact is, I think that our radio preacher
types don’t take sin nearly seriously enough.”

At this point we pulled into the stadium parking lot. I
was surprised how the old RFK stadium, once home to the
Redskins, had gone downhill since a new stadium had been
built. There was knee-high grass in the cracks in the blacktop,
and kudzu vine was creeping across the parking lot from the
edges. Neo pulled out his ever-present Palm Pilot from his
windbreaker pocket and looked up the mobile phone numbers
of his friends. It was kind of funny to watch him with his Palm
in one hand, trying to read the numbers, and his phone in the
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other, trying to punch in the numbers with his thumb and
make the calls. I made a comment about how paper and pencil
might have been easier to read; he gave me a look and then
went back to his calling. One by one he reached his friends and
told them where to find us when they arrived—Area K, Row 9.
We rolled down the windows—did I mention how beautiful
the day was?—and continued talking.

“Dan, I meant what I said a few minutes ago. I think the
view of sin given us by our modern Christian heritage was well-
meaning and sincere but downright dangerous.” I asked him
for some examples. “OK. We’ve been talking about sexual is-
sues. Back in the Gospel of John—and I know there’s a textual
issue, but let’s ignore that for the moment—who was the
greater sinner, the woman caught in adultery or the Pharisee
holding a stone ready to execute her?”

I avoided a direct answer: “What’s your point?”
“How much energy do we modern Christians put into

condemning sexual sins compared to avoiding the judgmental,
Pharisaical attitude of those with rocks in their hands? Who
killed Jesus, adulterers or Pharisees? I’m not trying to minimize
adultery—believe me, I know how terrible it is. I’m just saying
that our modern preoccupations don’t seem very informed by
the gospel. Dan, you’re a pastor, and I used to be one. We know
better than most people how ugly that Pharisee stuff is!”

“You don’t have to tell me.” The fact was, earlier that
week I had received a stunningly harsh, hurtful letter from a
member of my congregation, a lifelong churchgoer who could
have served as the poster child for what we were talking about.
Her letter to me was hurtful enough, but since writing it she
had been calling people in the congregation and was sowing a
lot of discord. Rumor had it that three or four families were
thinking about leaving the church because of the imbroglio.
(“I’m concerned about the spiritual integrity of our leadership,”
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“I hope you’ll pray about this with me,” “I just want to be sure
we’re anchored solidly in the Word”—I can just imagine what
she said to them.)

All this was racing through my mind as I said to Neo,
with sadness, “I have never been treated as badly by a single
non-Christian—except the one who held me up at gunpoint
once—as I have by dozens of zealous but angry Christians. In
my saner moments, I realize they’re just human beings and
they’re doing the best they can. But the religious arrogance and
rigidity are . . .” I didn’t finish the sentence.

Neo took off his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes. “The
whole judgmental thing is so contrary to the Spirit of Christ.
But I think that’s just the tip of the iceberg. An even deeper
problem, I think, is how modern individualism has truncated
our view of sin.” I asked him what he meant. He suggested
that we keep talking outside the car. He wanted his friends to
be able to find us when they arrived. He reached under his seat
and pulled out the old faded red cap I’d seen him wear on our
walk. “Good idea, with the bright sun,” I said, still thinking
that the hat just wasn’t him.

We were standing behind the car as he continued. “Dan,
modernity had a great insight: every individual is valuable and
deserves respect. But our individualism has become unbalanced,
and we have lost the realization of how connected we are. Can
I get a little philosophical on you?” I said sure, a soccer stadium
parking lot was as good as anyplace to talk philosophy. “OK. As
we cross the postmodern border, we still see individuals as im-
portant, but we don’t see them as isolated monads any more.”

“Monads?” I asked. “Is that a Jamaican term? Or is that
a Ph.D. in philosophy term?”

Neo winked but didn’t want to lose his train of thought,
so he continued, “Think of it like this: a huge part of who you
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are flows from language, but language isn’t something that you
possess as an isolated monad—or isolated individual. It is
something bigger than you, bigger than the two of us. Beyond
language, our whole culture creates a fabric or canvas on which
our individual identities develop, and again, our culture is big-
ger than all of us. The civilization, the cultures, the tribes, the
families we are part of, they all define so much of who we are.
The same language, the same culture runs through our veins,
our circuitry. We are far more connected than we realize.”

I replied, “OK, I’m with you. So what does this have to
do with sin?”

“It has everything to do with sin. The only kinds of sin we
want to focus on as modern Christians are the isolated individ-
ual sins committed by isolated individual monads: lying, hav-
ing an abortion, indulging in pornography, taking drugs, saying
naughty words. Not to minimize those things in any way, but
that is far short of a fully biblical understanding of sin, and it
leads to dangerous truncations of justice and compassion.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not with you anymore, Neo. You lost me
there.”

He folded his arms, leaned back against the car trunk,
and looked into the sky, thinking hard, squeezing his eyes
shut. “OK. Let me try again. Let’s say we’ve got a black
teenager in the inner city who just swiped the purse of a white
secretary to get money for his drug habit. That’s definitely a
sin, right? OK. A new kind of Christian will agree, but he
won’t stop there. He’ll also want to look at the ways that the
woman who is victimized by his crime actually contributes to
the system that produces desperate teenage drug addicts. It’s a
systems thing.”

I didn’t buy it. “That sounds like a lot of liberal tripe, Neo.”
I imitated his accent by stretching liberal into three syllables. I’m
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not sure why I did that. Was I mocking him? “What has that
woman ever done to that drug addict?”

He replied, “That’s exactly my point, Reverend Poole. She
hasn’t done anything. Ten years ago this violent drug addict was
a kid, stuck in the city with nothing to do and not much hope
for the future. He was just a kid, Dan, a lot like me growing up
in Port Maria or Kingston or Elizabeth. To use Jesus’ words, the
boy was her neighbor, and he was in need, and she succeeded
in crossing to the other side of the road for all of her life. She
has succeeded in being like the priest and Levite in Jesus’ para-
ble of the Good Samaritan. Everybody knows the robber is
bad—but doesn’t Jesus also imply an indictment on the priest
and Levite? In other words, think of our line again. . . .”

He turned around and drew a line in the dust on the
trunk of his car. “The priest and Levite are over here. They are
‘righteous’ in a superficial way. They don’t rob anybody. They’re
not like that lousy criminal who is over here, on the bad end
of the line. Do you see it? That’s the line we modern Christians
try to live on the right end of, but in Jesus’ story the answer
isn’t on the line at all. The answer—again—is up here, moving
above the line altogether. The Samaritan traveler lives on a
higher level altogether. The issue isn’t who is wrong or righ-
teous; that’s obvious. The issue is who is truly good.”

Now Neo was getting into a cadence, the same cadence
I heard on his tape. Each of the next sentences got a little
louder in volume, a little higher in pitch. I couldn’t help it: I
started saying, “Amen, amen!” and that sort of thing after each
phrase. Was I playing, or was I sincere? Maybe both—it didn’t
seem to matter.

He continued. “To be truly good means more than not
robbing people. [Amen.] To be truly good means more than
being righteously religious. [Yes. Amen!] To be truly good means
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being a good neighbor. [That’s right.] And to be a good neigh-
bor means recognizing that there are ultimately no strangers.
[Preach on.] Everybody is my neighbor! [Amen!] Everybody is
my brother! [Yes, Lord!] There are no isolated monads wounded
on the other side of the street! [Amen!] We’re all connected!”

At that moment we spontaneously faced each other and
said “Hallelujah!” and exchanged a high-five, and then started
laughing so hard we both doubled over.

Eventually we stopped laughing and returned to our pre-
vious positions, leaning against the trunk, arms folded, enjoy-
ing the October sun. Neo said, “Seriously, Dan, modern
Christianity has too often acted as if the only kind of right-
eousness that mattered was the kind of righteousness of the
scribes and Pharisees—the righteousness of nice, clean, legal-
istic monads who managed to stay disconnected and disinfec-
ted on the other side of the street. Maybe that’s better than
swiping pocketbooks; I don’t know. But it’s still down here on
this line.” He turned and pointed to the line he’d drawn in the
dust on his trunk. “It it’s a far cry below what Jesus is all
about—up here.”

Just then, three other cars pulled up full of people wav-
ing at Neo, and he only had time to add, “At least that’s how I
see it. I hope that a new kind of Christian will try to transcend
that level of understanding of sin.”

I was thinking of the place in the Sermon on the Mount
where Jesus said the goodness of his followers would have to ex-
ceed that of the scribes and Pharisees. But I didn’t get a chance
to say anything more because Neo was already shaking hands
and greeting his friends through open car windows and even a
sunroof. Within a few minutes, cars were parked, tailgates were
down, coolers were out, lawn chairs were set out, a CD player
was booming with Bob Marley singing “Every Little Thing,”
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and people were eating and laughing, throwing Frisbees and
footballs. I went over and started joining in the party. I hadn’t
had that much fun in a long time. We had so much fun in the
parking lot that we didn’t make it to our seats until the game
was well under way and DC United had scored two goals. The
game was great, and United won, 7–6. I wasn’t a connoisseur
of soccer games, but everyone agreed it was a classic. (I won-
dered if it would soon be playing on videotape at the sports bar
in Takoma Park.)
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it was dark when we reached Neo’s car after the game. The
moon was visible through a thin tissue of clouds. I was chilly,
and it was the first time that fall that people turned on their
car heaters. As we waited behind long lines of red brake lights,
we enjoyed a couple of minutes of silence.

I broke it. “Neo.” “Yes?” “You love those people, don’t
you?” “Well, I hope that doesn’t seem too remarkable.” “It’s
more remarkable than you think.”

I told him that I seldom felt as comfortable with non-
Christians as he seemed to be. All afternoon, I kept thinking
of Jesus at Matthew’s house, partying with all of the “tax col-
lectors and sinners.” Jesus seemed to extend complete accept-
ance toward them. Neo seemed to do the same toward his
friends. I found that remarkable.

“Dan, why wouldn’t I extend acceptance to them? They’re
people God loves, people Jesus gave his life for, unspeakably
precious. They’re my neighbors, my friends. I don’t even think
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of them as Christians or non-Christians. I just think of them
as people I love.”

“But Neo, somehow, the way I am a Christian, the way
I’ve always been a Christian, I think that I am always supposed
to be thinking in those terms. You know, I wish I didn’t always
categorize—oh, he’s in, she’s out—because, as you’ve said, it
creates a division between me and other people. But this issue,
this in-out distinction, is always there, even if we don’t talk
about it. And when we talk about it, it only gets worse. But it’s
not that way with you,” I said.

He replied, “It used to be. I always used to feel so tense
when I was with people from outside the church. I guess there
was always this threat in the air—either I was going to be
pulled down by their bad behavior, or else I was going to judge
them and preach to them. It was unpleasant for both sides. I
felt tense, and they probably did too. I don’t feel that way any-
more at all, but I do know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you ever try to witness about your faith to them?”
I asked. “I mean, isn’t there a time when friendship evangelism
has to move on to the evangelism?”

“Pardon me, Daniel, but I am not too fond of that ex-
pression, ‘friendship evangelism.’ It can prostitute friendship,
which in my mind then invalidates the evangelism. If I’m going
to pretend to be somebody’s friend just so I can try to prosely-
tize them, well, I might as well be selling soap. No, it’s worse
than that. At least when I’m selling soap, I’m not degrading the
soap by exploiting the friendship. I can’t tell you how much
that term bothers me.”

“OK, I see your point. But Neo, won’t a new kind of
Christian be concerned about sharing the gospel?” I asked.

“It’s funny you should say that. Remember when you
were over with the Roths eating watermelon? Did you notice
where I was?”
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“Yes, you were talking to that woman, the one who
chain-smoked, and—was that her daughter?”

“Yes, Melissa is one of my students, and that was her
mother, Marita. Marita came up to thank me for something,
and before you know it, we were in a deep talk about God. In
fact, I’m picking them up for church next Sunday.”

“Neo, I don’t want to pry, but it would really help me to
get an idea of how your conversation went. I’m trying to imag-
ine what postmodern friendship evangelism—oops, sorry—
looks like.”

He replied, “Well, Marita thanked me for taking Melissa
to the science fair finals last spring. She’s a single mom and
has to work weekends, and she felt terrible that she had to miss
her daughter’s big day, especially because Melissa won second
place for a great science project on astronomy. Then we started
talking about astronomy, and I said that nothing makes me feel
the presence of God more than a star-studded night sky. Then
she asked me if I was a ‘born-again.’ Then she said—”

“What did you say?” I interrupted.
“I never know how to answer that born-again question.

Obviously, in the way Jesus used the term, I would want to say
yes. But to some people, the question means ‘Are you a judg-
mental, arrogant, narrow-minded, bigoted religious fanatic?’ I
remember one of my students once told me that he wanted to
be a true follower of Christ, but he hoped he never became
born-again. I asked him why, and he told me about another stu-
dent who used to be a really nice person, but then she became
a born-again, and now she is always criticizing everyone and has
become so negative and stuck up, nobody can stand her. So the
term has been pretty much ruined by modern Christianity.”

“What does that have to do with modernity?” I asked.
“Well, I don’t have to tell you this. Jesus originally used

that term in a profound personal conversation with a sincere
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Pharisee. In that unique context, it meant a total reversal of
everything Nicodemus assumed about what being religious was
all about. It meant a radical humbling, a going back to the be-
ginning, becoming a little child rather than a big religious
scholar. The richness of that conversation is just mind-blowing.
In fact, it’s really a study in the intentional use of ambiguity.
But in typical modern fashion, we turn a profound and unique
image into a simple, universal, mechanical formula and a su-
perficial slogan, and it becomes part of a slick sales pitch, and
we mass market it everywhere. So now ‘Are you a born-again?’
means ‘Have you said a little prayer at the end of a booklet?’
Don’t get me started on this, Dan, or you’ll really get me
wound up.”

“It’s too late for that,” I said. “You’re already wound up.
What did you say? How did you answer her?”

He said, “I hope I answered her the way Jesus would
have. I answered her with a question. I asked her why she
wanted to know. She said that she was brought up going to
church but dropped out after her divorce and really wanted to
feel closer to God again. But her brother is a ‘fanatical born-
again,’ in her words, and she didn’t want to become a fanatic
like him. I told her it was wonderful that she wanted to get
closer to God and asked if I could be of help in any way. Noth-
ing very complicated or profound. She said thanks, that she
would let me know. I said that if she ever wanted to go to
church with me, I’d be glad to take her. And she immediately
asked for the time and where she should meet me.”

“Why didn’t you share the gospel with her?” I asked.
“Oh, boy. I don’t think you’re going to like this, Dan,” he

answered. I gave him a kind of shrug, which invited him to go
on. “OK, you asked for it. Dan, I don’t think that most Chris-
tians have any idea what the gospel really is.” He paused, and
I saw it coming: “For example, how would you define the
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gospel?” I said something about accepting Christ as your per-
sonal savior and justification by grace through faith, not by our
works, based on the finished work of Christ on the cross, and
he said, “Yes, that’s exactly what most modern Christians would
say.” I protested, and he said, “Does it bother you that Jesus
never defined the gospel in this way? And does it bother you
that no Christians in history ever used the phrase ‘accept Christ
as your personal savior’ until a few decades ago? Does it bother
you that our little gospel presentations are really just modern
sales pitches that reduce the gospel to modern dimensions—
laws, steps, simple diagrams, complete with a sales close?” I felt
a bit embarrassed and intimidated; this was the closest Neo had
come to being pushy since our walk along the Potomac. My
tone was intentionally calming: “OK, then, how would you de-
fine the gospel?”

Neo said that it couldn’t be reduced to a little formula,
other than the one Jesus used, which was “The kingdom of
God is at hand,” and he didn’t recommend using that exact
language today. I asked why not.

“Dan, everything is contextual. No meanings can exist
without context. Language only works in a context, since words
mean different things at different times. In Jesus’ day, the
biggest issue was that the Jewish people were subordinated to
the Roman Empire. This was agonizing for them: How could
good people who truly believed in the One True God be under
the heel of bad people who believed in a pathetic pantheon of
little false deities? Jesus’ use of the expression ‘kingdom of God’
in that context is so dynamic and full of meaning that even
though I see only a little sliver of it, I can hardly put it into
words.”

We were finally out of the parking lot traffic jam and onto
the highway. I asked him to keep going. “OK. The biggest, most
powerful reality in those days is the regime of Caesar. Jesus
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comes along and basically says that Caesar is no big deal at all;
the real big deal is the regime of God, the empire of God. And
not only that, he says that the kingdom of God is right here,
right at hand.” I told him that in all my readings, I had never
heard it put that way. “Of course not,” he said. “Remember,
modernity only wants abstract principles, universal concepts,
and disembodied absolutes. So we take an expression like ‘the
kingdom of God’ and try to give it meaning without any con-
text. Postmodern theology has to reincarnate; we have to get
back into the flesh and blood and sweat and dirt of the setting,
because as I said, all truth is contextual. If the Bible teaches any-
thing, it teaches that. After all, there’s no ‘First, Second, and
Third Trinity’ or ‘Book of Moral Absolutes’ or anything like
that. Instead, there are letters and prophecies, all with a specific
address, a specific time, a specific context. The word of the Lord
always comes to a specific somebody, in a specific somewhere,
at some specific time. But with the kingdom, we’ve only
scratched the surface of all the meaning that’s there.”

Neo had taken an exit and pulled into a McDonald’s.
“Do you want to go in or eat in the car?” I preferred going in-
side, so we continued our conversation over quarter-pounders.
I asked him to get back to the stuff about the kingdom. “Dan,”
he said, “by using that expression as the centerpiece of his
teaching, Jesus was also doing something very risky. He was
playing with the expectations of the people. Remember—John
says that once the people wanted to make him king by force?
He was flirting with all of their dreams for a great superhuman
deliverer who would fight the Romans, expel them with a show
of force, and reestablish the security, fortune, and status of the
true people of God. Jesus walks right into the middle of their
expectations and just blows those expectations to pieces.”

I had unconsciously moved to the edge of my seat. I
jumped in: “You’re right. Maybe that’s why Peter is so upset
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when Jesus wants to wash his feet—that’s no way for a great
king to act. And maybe that’s why he pulls out his sword there
in the garden. Maybe he assumes it’s finally time for the show-
down between the forces of King Jesus and King Caesar.”

Now Neo was on the edge of his seat too. He started talk-
ing with his hands. “Yes, Dan, and that’s why, I think, that
Matthew, who is writing most specifically for a Jewish audi-
ence, decides to alter the language. Instead of talking about the
kingdom of God, he uses a different expression, ‘kingdom of
heaven.’ ”

“Oh, I get it. Matthew is emphasizing the spiritual na-
ture of the kingdom.”

“Yes, but no, well . . . context is everything. We hear
‘kingdom of heaven’ and we think ‘kingdom of life after
death.’ But that’s the very opposite of what Jesus is talking
about. Remember—he says repeatedly, the kingdom of God,
the kingdom of heaven, has arrived! It’s near, here, at hand,
among you! It’s not just about after you die; it’s about here,
now, in this life!”

Neo’s enthusiastic volume was drawing stares, and we
both laughed. He lowered his voice. “It’s perfect. The kingdom
of God is not about geography. It’s like the air. Remember, the
word for heaven back then meant, among other things, ‘above
the ground,’ as in ‘the birds of the heavens,’ another phrase
Jesus used. It’s a kingdom that transcends all earthbound geog-
raphy, all human borders. It surrounds us like the air, the wind;
it’s unseen but real. To exclude it is like a two-year-old holding
his breath in a temper tantrum. To receive it is as simple as . . .
receiving it. I mean, it’s beautiful!”

At that moment, sitting there in a McDonald’s, with the
glossy bright yellow and red and white paint around us, with
the grease of french fries on our fingertips—at that moment I
had one of those revelations that come a few times in life, if
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you’re fortunate. “Kingdom of the heavens—a kingdom that
is higher than the earth. Neo, it’s just like your line in the dust!
The kingdom of God transcends the normal level of discourse.
I get it! It’s up here”—I started circling with my hand, palm
down, a foot above the table—“not down here!” I said, draw-
ing a line of french fry grease on the table. Now I was the one
almost shouting, and again the stares came from the nearby ta-
bles, and again Neo and I shared a moment of slightly embar-
rassed laughter. We lifted our chocolate shakes in a toast and
laughed like little boys.

When we got in the car, I felt a kind of sustained elation.
It was a feeling of fullness. It was as if I had become a Chris-
tian all over again, as if I were “getting it” for the first time. I
don’t know why, but there was one question on my mind,
which I raised as we pulled out onto 95: “So Neo, how will you
explain the gospel to this woman, what was her name,
Melissa?”

“That’s the daughter. Marita is the mother. Well, we’ll see
what happens. I’ll introduce her to the church, and she’ll ex-
perience some degree of Christian community—because that’s
an important dimension of the gospel. Maybe we’ll invite her
to come on the short-term mission trip we’re planning, and
through it all, we’ll engage in conversation, and I’m sure God
will lead the whole thing along. It’s a natural process, really.”

“You’ll talk to her about the kingdom of God, then?” I
asked.

He shrugged: “That depends. I mean, I’m not trying to
say that kingdom language is the only right language to use. The
fact is, if Jesus were here today, I’m not sure he would use that
terminology at all. Maybe, since commerce is a bigger deal in
the postmodern world than governments, maybe he would
talk about the ‘enterprise of God.’ Or maybe, with the whole
Internet revolution, he would talk about the ‘web of God’ or
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the ‘network of God.’ Or maybe he would emphasize the idea
of family—you know, the ‘family of God.’ Or maybe with the
rise in film and music as the dominant art forms, it would be
the ‘story of God’ or the ‘adventure of God’ or the ‘music of
God.’ Probably he would do a little bit of all of these. That’s
the wonderful thing about life: it’s hard to escape images and
metaphors for spiritual realities. After all, the whole show is
God’s creation. It’s all God’s idea, God’s work of art. And don’t
worry, Dan, at some point I’m sure we’ll talk about justifica-
tion by grace though faith too, along with the atoning death
of Christ and all the other doctrines our good evangelical
brothers and sisters think constitute the whole gospel. Because
obviously they are important parts of the story. But the story
itself is bigger and more important than any doctrine or theory
we lift out of it or impose on it. As long as the conversation con-
tinues, I’m sure we’ll explore more and more dimensions of the
many-faceted gospel.”

“You use the word conversation a lot,” I observed.
“Actually, if there’s one thing I wish I could tell every

Christian about evangelism in the postmodern world,” he
replied, “it would be about that word. I would say to stop
counting conversions, because our whole approach to conver-
sion is so, I don’t know, mechanistic and consumeristic and in-
dividualistic and controlling. Instead, I’d encourage us to count
conversations, because conversation implies a real relationship,
and if we make our goal to establish relationships and engage
in authentic conversations, I know that conversions will hap-
pen. But if we keep trying to convert people, we’ll simply drive
them away. They’re sick of our sales pitches and our formulas.”

Stop counting conversions and start counting conversations,
I mused to myself. I thought about the gospels, which are not
a series of sales pitches but a series of unique conversations. I
thought about the elation I felt at “getting” the idea of the
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kingdom of God, maybe for the first time in my life, even
though I’m a pastor. I thought about what it would be like to
help others get it. And then I thought, How ironic. I’m a pas-
tor, and in spite of all my talk, talk, talk, I feel like I’ve never re-
ally gotten it myself, much less helped anybody else.

Too quickly, we were in front of my home. It was late,
and everyone inside was asleep.

As I opened the car door to get out, Neo said, “Oh, no!”
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“My Palm Pilot. It’s not in my pocket, and it’s not under

the car seat. I think it must have fallen out at the game. Gosh,
I can’t afford another one, and all my information is in there. I
need it for school tomorrow. I’ll have to go back for it. Shoot.”

I offered to go with him, but he insisted it wasn’t neces-
sary: “You preached two sermons this morning. Get some sleep.
You deserve it.” So he sped off, and I said goodbye. That was
the last I saw him.

c12.qxd  2/26/08  7:30 PM  Page 156



157

c h a p t e r

Spiritual
Practices:

Secret and
Shared

13

it was monday afternoon, October 11. Jess got a ride
home from school with a friend, so she arrived earlier than if
she had taken the bus. I was sitting at the computer in our
home office, answering e-mails. I heard the predictable after-
school rhythm: front door squeaks open and slams shut, books
hit floor, voice announces “I’m home!” But instead of “I’m
home,” I heard, “Dad, Dad! Where are you?” When she came
into the office, she was out of breath. “Dad, did you hear about
Dr. Oliver?”

“No, what, honey?”
“He’s gone. He had to leave the country or something. I

heard he went to Syria or somewhere. Mr. MacIlvine is taking
over the soccer team. I don’t think Dr. Oliver’s coming back.”

“That’s crazy! I was just with him last night. What
happened?”

“I don’t know, but our whole season is down the tubes. I
can’t believe this is happening!”
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I called his home number. No answer. I rummaged
around and found his cell phone number. Two rings and then
an answer. “Neo, where are you? My daughter is really upset—
she said you’re gone for the rest of the year or something.”

“Dan, I’m at O’Hare in Chicago. I’m going to Seattle, where
my parents live—where my mom lives. Dan, my father died last
night, I guess while we were at the game, and my mother has
Alzheimer’s disease. Without him to take care of her, well, I’m the
only one who can pick up and be there for her. My brother lives
in California, and he has kids and . . . I’m more upset than any-
body about having to leave so suddenly. I can’t believe this is hap-
pening. I didn’t get home last night until nearly four in the
morning—never did find my Palm—and the call from the hospi-
tal was waiting for me. I haven’t slept all night. I got a six o’clock
flight out of BWI. I’m barely keeping it together.” Then there was
something like a cough or maybe a muffled sob.

We talked for a few more minutes while he waited for his
connecting flight. I spend a lot of time at O’Hare myself, so I
could picture right where he was as we talked—near the Starbucks
at the C gates. He sounded like he was on the verge of tears. I
tried to offer some comfort. I asked some questions and listened.
Then they called his flight. “I’ve got to go,” he said. “But Dan,
I want to keep our conversation going. I’ve got my laptop. We
can communicate by e-mail. My address is neoliver@fdrhs.edu.
Send me a message and I’ll respond. OK?” I said OK but was a
little surprised he was thinking about staying in touch with me
at a time like this.

It took a few days for him to get affairs settled. By Thursday
the funeral was over and he was learning how serious his mother’s
illness was. Meanwhile, Neo and I had established contact on-
line, and e-mail became our new mode of communication.

When Neo responded to my initial e-mail, it was as if our
relationship instantly went to a deeper level. I was intrigued by
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this: as soon as he was so physically distant, we seemed to get
closer. Somehow it seemed unavoidable to be more personal
and open with each other via e-mail. It was as if the educator-
Ph.D.-mentor took off his gray suit and Oxford shirts and
started conversing in a sweatshirt, gym shorts, and bare feet.
I’m sure part of it was the emotional vulnerability of grief that
softened him, but I’m also sure that part of it was the medium
of e-mail.

In one of our first exchanges, for example, Neo told me
that in the previous few months I had become one of his best
friends. In my response, I told him the same. It felt like a long
time since I had said to anyone, “You are my friend.” Maybe
since I was a boy. I felt closer to Neo at this time than I had
when he was across the table from me or walking along a path
or standing a foot away leaning against the trunk of his car. I
guess we moved beyond being rational conversation partners
talking about theology and ministry to being two men in the
middle of life with all its craziness and grief too.

Early the next week, Neo asked me if I’d go to his town-
house and handle some of his loose ends there. He sent me a
key by overnight mail so I could pick up his mail, forward his
bills and his financial files, and maybe help him find a renter
to move in. During that time, we were online two or three
times a day. Since he was taking care of his mother all the time,
and since she slept a lot, and since he had little use for TV (and
since he didn’t have his Palm Pilot to fool around with), I think
he lived at his laptop during all his free moments. I was glad to
help him, really glad. I felt that somehow I was having the
chance to repay him for the positive effect he was having on
my faith and my life.

I had never gone through anyone else’s personal and finan-
cial papers before. It was a strange feeling. One of the things
that struck me was Neo’s generosity. His teacher’s salary was
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decent (I was finally getting those details I had originally wanted
about teaching!), but the number of organizations to which he
sent money—beginning with a full 10 percent of his gross in-
come going to St. Tim’s, and that was only the beginning—was
to me beyond all proportion. Along with the money he sent, it
became apparent that he had visited many of the organizations
he supported financially; his files were full of personal notes and
expense reports from his travels. It was as if he had this secret
life going: on the surface, Dr. Neil Oliver, mild-mannered sci-
ence teacher, but behind the scenes, international philanthro-
pist with connections to an orphanage in Guatemala, a
Christian care facility for drug addicts in New Hampshire, a
new church being planted in Moscow, a Seattle-based organi-
zation trying to liberate children from the most horrible kinds
of prostitution in Bangkok, and several more.

I made a remark to him about his financial generosity in
one of our e-mail conversations, and I asked him how he could
afford to give away so much. He said that when he was very
young, in his Brethren assembly back in Jamaica, he had made
a vow to God to tithe—give 10 percent of his income—to the
church he attended. But through the years he would find him-
self pulled toward supporting additional charitable endeavors,
and so year by year the percentage had crept up. (My estimate
was that he was living on about 70 percent of his salary, giving
away about 25 percent, and saving 5 percent.) He said that giv-
ing was one of his greatest joys in life. When I made some com-
ment that I wished I had more people like him in my church,
he sent me a long e-mail urging me to preach on giving more,
to really challenge people to give, for their benefit, and for the
benefit of the world. He knew that I would feel hesitant to do
so because it seemed self-serving for a pastor to ask people to
give more, but he told me to get over that. He told me that if
he ever went back into the pastorate (this was the first time I
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had heard him say anything like that), he would lose all of his
inhibitions about talking about money because he felt that gen-
erosity was one of the most important spiritual disciplines and
that greed was one of the soul’s worst poisons.

He said that if the new kind of Christianity we had been
dreaming about wasn’t radically generous, it was a waste of
time. I responded by saying that it seemed like an overstate-
ment to me, but he was adamant: “We live in the most afflu-
ent culture in the most affluent period of human history. If we
can’t discipline ourselves to learn the joys of generous living, I
think we’re an embarrassment to the gospel.”

Outside of this brief foray into our beliefs about finan-
cial stewardship, all of our e-mail contact during October and
November was of a personal nature. I learned a lot about him,
more about his marriage and divorce, more about his experi-
ences as a youth pastor and then as a solo pastor, more about
the kinds of questions that led to his resignation and departure
from church ministry—things I understood all too well, as they
mirrored my own misgivings, questions, doubts. He told me
how he decided to return to graduate school to study philoso-
phy. He told me more about his favorite philosopher, Polanyi,
and made me promise to read him—something I still haven’t
gotten around to doing.

He wrote often about his love for teaching and how his
singleness had allowed him to give more to his students and
the whole school community than he could have otherwise,
and he was grateful for that, even though he always had hoped
to remarry.

Although he never mentioned it directly, it was clear to
me how disappointed he was that he heard so little from his
fellow teachers and students at Franklin Roosevelt, and his
friends at St. Timothy’s too. He asked me about the girls’ soc-
cer season (I made it to nearly all of Jess’s games, thankfully)—
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and I thought it was sad that he had to ask me for this infor-
mation. It’s strange to have a person you’ve seen in a kind of
two-dimensional way—a teacher, an intellect—begin to take on
three dimensions. I might as well admit that on several occa-
sions, his grief, homesickness, and loneliness came through his
e-mails so acutely that sympathetic tears fell onto my keyboard.

By early December, Neo seemed eager to resume our the-
ological conversation, as is reflected in the following thread of
messages. Let me apologize in advance for the relative incoher-
ence of my e-mails compared to Neo’s. For me e-mailing is al-
ways squeezed in before or after something else, so it’s always
rushed. That’s my only excuse. When I wanted to talk to Neo
in depth, I’d be more likely to reach for the phone than the
mouse.

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 3, 1999
SUBJECT: Resuming the Conversation

Good day, Daniel! It’s actually sunny in Seattle! Thanks for
asking about Mother. She recognizes me about half the time.
The rest of the time, she either thinks I’m my dad or she
looks at me strangely and seems irritated that I’m here. I had
a real time taking her to the doctor yesterday. She wet herself
on the way, and I had to come back and dress her all over
again. It is truly bizarre having to undress and dress your own
mother. When she walks, I have to hold her up because she’s
so unsteady. The doctor told me she has had a few minor
strokes over the last year—my dad never told me about this
at all. She sleeps a lot during the day and then gets up and
wanders around at night, which is dangerous for both of us.
I’m going to have to rig up some kind of bell on a string or
something so that when she gets up at night, I’ll wake up.
Enough about me. How are you doing? What theological
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mountains are you climbing up (or skiing down!) these days?
I miss our talks. Let’s resume the conversation!—Neo

TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 3, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Resuming the Conversation

Neo, good to hear from you. All’s well here. Been doing some
writing—trying to capture some stuff we’ve talked about.
Mainly trying to expand those ten descriptors you gave me—
kept all those restaurant placemats! Good stuff. Maybe I’ll try
to get something published. Others need to hear this. OK
with you? Listened again to your tape on death the other day
while driving somewhere. Don’t want my thinking to shrink
back to where it was before meeting you. So glad to “resume
the conversation.” Don’t stop stretching me!

You asked what questions are on my brain. Here goes:
How will our way of being Christians change in years ahead?
What will new kind of Christian look like? What changes,
what remains same? You’re the closest I’ve ever come to
seeing a new kind of Christian, so I wonder what you think?
I remember what you said about financial generosity, but
what other areas of change are coming?

BTW, Carol tells me I haven’t been sighing so much
lately. Not taking as many mental vacations to New Mexico
either!—Dan

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 4, 1999
SUBJECT: Update

I just got in from another trip to the doctor. Mom couldn’t
breathe very well, so I rushed her to the clinic (open

�
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Saturdays) and they did an X-ray. They say her heart is
slightly enlarged. What next? I managed to get her into
Depends before we left, after her accident the other day.
Good thing. Sorry to bore you with this sort of thing, but this
is my life now.

Regarding your questions—to be honest, I’m a little
worried about how you want to keep pushing aside the
issue of money. Let me say one more thing about that, so
you know why the subject of generosity is so important in
my mind. The early Christians had to live in Caesar’s world,
and Caesar always demanded top allegiance. You know,
I’m sure, that the early Christians were killed not for being
Christians but for being unpatriotic: they wouldn’t worship
the gods of Roman civil religion (including Caesar). Have you
ever wondered who or what our Caesar is? In my mind—
and I feel quite certain about this—it’s our economy of con-
sumption, greed, materialism. I think there are many people
who are rendering to Caesar everything that is Caesar’s,
and they are also rendering to Caesar much of what they
think they are rendering to God.

Let me give you an example. I am on the mailing list
of a Bible college that a graduate from my church’s youth
group attended back in the ’90s. I get all the annual reports
and financial appeals. The world is going through a revolu-
tion, and this college is in a time warp—stuck in the 1940s
or ’50s. Why is this? The only conclusion I can come up
with is because, really, it is a hostage to money. The institu-
tion ultimately exists for two reasons, whatever its mission
statement says. It exists first and foremost to keep its staff
salaried and to keep its donors satisfied. Whatever they do
for students and for the church and for the world must be
secondary to that, because if they really cared about their
students and the church and the world, they would be
doing things very differently. I’m sure they pray, they teach
the Bible, and on a personal level they are utterly sincere,
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but I think they’re held captive to Caesar. I don’t condemn
them for this, but I see their situation as a mirror for my own
self-examination.

If that scenario doesn’t make sense to you, think about
religious broadcasting and all the other organizations that
raise money by direct mail. (As you’ve seen by sorting
through my mail, once you get a reputation as a generous
person, you end up on a million appeal lists.) Do their priori-
ties reflect the real needs of the real world? Of course not.
Their priorities generally reflect what raises money—issues
that appeal to fear and guilt, various short-term crises, con-
spiracy theories about imaginary enemies, simplistic projects
that promise a big bang for the buck—or, if they fail, blatant
appeals to self-interest. (“Give to our organization THIS
MONTH and you will receive back TEN TIMES as much!
Glory to God!”—that sort of thing.) Perhaps you will think I’m
being too harsh. OK. I’m stepping down from my soapbox.

Other than that, I think we’ve already talked about the
most important areas of change: our understanding of the
Bible and how we follow it, how we let it work on us, our
posture in relation to other religions, and our understanding
of Jesus not as IN the way, keeping people away from God,
but AS the way, bringing people to God; our releasing of the
ways in which our faith has been enmeshed with modernity,
so we can discover what a Christian can be in a postmod-
ern context; our exploration of theology free of the constrict-
ing, reductionistic categories of modernity; our escape from
the narrowing of the gospel to an individualistic story only
about saving souls to a missional, communal, and global
story about saving the world.

The only other area I think we haven’t talked about
much is spirituality, spiritual formation. So important!
Somehow I think we have to discover a form of authentic
spirituality that is broader than our modern pietism. Do you
have any thoughts on this?—Neo
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TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 6, 1999
SUBJECT: Hi and ’Bye!

Neo—Sorry for delay. Swamped at church, no time for 
e-mail. If you have anything urgent, call me by phone, OK?
Sorry. Things should slow down soon.—Dan

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 6, 1999
SUBJECT: No Apology Needed

I forget that the rest of the world has things to do other than
change their parent’s diapers, cook meals, take occasional
trips to the doctor, and write e-mails! My mother sleeps a lot—
she’s been napping all afternoon today. So I really am living a
life of relative ease—except when she’s awake, of course.
Then my life is like the parent of a toddler’s—never a dull
moment! So no need to apologize for having a normal life!

I’ve been thinking more about the subject of spirituality
and spiritual formation. I’m reflecting on how I was “disci-
pled” in a conservative evangelical context and what has
stayed with me through the years and helped me and what
has proved either useless or counterproductive.

One of the first things that strikes me is this: whatever
made me more “religious”—by which I mean whatever made
me more identified and isolated as a member of a religious
subculture—those elements have not served me well in the
long run.

The things that helped me connect with God are the
things that helped me most. For example, a counselor at a

�
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Christian summer camp taught me how to keep a journal—
his five-minute explanation sitting on the front porch of a
camp cabin enriched my life forever. I think you keep a jour-
nal too, right? Journaling and all other spiritual practices
done “in secret” seem to me to be essential, especially for
people like you who make a living by talking about God.

A tangent—talking about God for pay always threatens
to work against really loving God, I’m sure you will agree.
The people who talk the most about God are the ones
most in danger of taking him for granted, of letting God
become just a comfortable word in their lexicon, a piece of
furniture, rather than a reality, a friend, a constant surprise.
The people who talk the most about loving God are the
ones most in danger of being PROUD of how much they
love him. The people who speak most vehemently against
sin are the most in danger of feeling superior to those
whose sins they excoriate, thus falling prey to an even
more horrible, subtle species of sin. And since they preach
so hard against sin, they are also the most in danger of
yielding to the temptation to hide the sins they themselves
commit.

So getting paid to love God can make it hard to love
God. That’s why I believe that whatever new kinds of
Christian spirituality and spiritual formation may be about,
they should focus us on the practices “done in secret” that
no one sees.

One other thought, and then I should go wake up
Mother (otherwise she’ll be up all night). Since—as we’ve
said before—postmodern is post-Protestant, I think that our
forms of spirituality and spiritual formation will be more like
the ancient and medieval church and less like the modern
church. I think we may welcome back tradition and saints
and liturgy and holy days. Does that make any sense? Must
go—sounds like Mom is waking up.—Neo
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TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 6, 1999
SUBJECT: P.S.

A quick follow-up to the previous note, which I had to finish
prematurely.

I just had a most wonderful experience with my mother. I
fed her dinner—she keeps asking for mangoes now, some-
thing you just can’t get in December in Seattle! After dinner,
she asked me if we could sit on the front porch. It seemed
like a strange request for this time of year, but I decided to
indulge her, since I couldn’t fulfill her request for mangoes. It
was a mild evening for December, in the mid-50s, rainy (of
course) and foggy. For a half-hour or so, we sat bundled up
in a blanket on the loveseat where she and Dad used to sit,
watching the cars go by, watching the rain fall in the cone of
light beneath the street lamp, savoring the smell of wet
leaves on damp streets in late autumn. She reached over and
took my hand and began singing an old hymn, one I haven’t
heard since I was a boy, an old Brethren hymn called “Abba,
Father, We Approach Thee.” She remembered the words to
all four verses. I joined in where I could remember. By the
last verse, though, even if I had remembered the words, I
couldn’t have sung them. Tears were streaming down my
face, and I felt the presence of God there with us. When she
finished singing, she said, “I’ll go to bed now, Frank,” and
that was it. The window of clarity and memory were gone.

I found the words in one of her little old leather-bound
hymnals. Here they are:

Abba, Father! We approach Thee
In our Saviour’s precious name;
We, Thy children, here assembling,
Access to Thy presence claim.

�
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From our sin His blood hath washed us;
’Tis through him our souls draw nigh;
And Thy Spirit, too, hath taught us,
“Abba, Father!” thus to cry.

Once as prodigals we wandered,
In our folly, far from Thee;
But Thy grace, o’er sin abounding,
Rescued us from misery.
Thou Thy prodigals hast pardoned,
Loved us with a Father’s love;
Welcomed us with joy o’erflowing,
E’en to dwell with Thee above.

Clothed in garments of salvation,
At Thy table is our place;
We rejoice, and Thou rejoicest,
In the riches of Thy grace.
“It is meet,” we hear Thee saying,
“We should merry be and glad;
I have found My once lost children,
Now they live, who once were dead.”

Abba, Father! All adore Thee,
All rejoice in heaven above;
While in us they learn the wonders
Of Thy wisdom, power, and love.
Soon, before Thy throne assembled
All Thy children shall proclaim
“Glory, everlasting glory,
Be to God and to the Lamb!”1

It struck me as I sat there listening to my mother’s frail
voice singing that old hymn—she knew (or knows) some-
thing about spirituality (a subject of my last e-mail) that goes
beyond anything I know.
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I wanted to mention another area of spirituality that I
think we must rediscover, something I failed to mention
before: creation spirituality. I got an e-mail yesterday from
one of my students who is so excited because she is going
to Mexico over Christmas vacation, and she plans to swim
with dolphins at a special park that is set up for that pur-
pose. Why will swimming with dolphins be such a meaning-
ful and unforgettable experience for Sherri? It will go far
beyond science (although she was one of my best science
students and wants to be a marine biologist). I think it will be
a spiritual thing for her. It’s part of the reconnection that is at
the heart of true religion: we reconnect with God, with our
own soul, with our neighbor, and with all of God’s crea-
tures—brother sun, sister moon, and brother dolphin too.

Modern men and women have lost their connection
with creation. We’re always insulated from it by shoe leather,
cotton-polyester, glass, metal, plastic, HVAC, and screens of
many kinds! One of the things I most cherish about Jamaica
was the joy of living with open windows, with birds singing,
with spiders building their webs, with lizards darting across
your path, getting wet when it rains. These are gifts from
God, and I can’t help but believe our souls are starved for
the company of God’s creatures.

If I could live another life, I think I would devote it to
ecology, because I also believe that this is a truly spiritual
and Christian work. Genesis begins with our mandate to
take care of God’s creation, and never has our failure to do
so been more acute than now. Learning to live as caretakers
of creation and friends to our fellow creatures must be at the
core of a new kind of Christianity. That probably sounds odd
to you; as I recall, you weren’t very fond of the beautiful gar-
den spider we saw on our walk along the river!

From the sublime to the ridiculous: Mr. Remko hasn’t
paid the rent yet. Would you check into it for me next time
you stop by to pick up mail?—Neo
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TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 8, 1999
SUBJECT: Townhouse and Other Stuff

Glad I was able to reach you by phone this morning. After,
spoke to Remko. Everything OK—he had check ready—just
forgot to send it (or so he says). Furniture looks fine. Seems
to be taking good care of place. Not to worry.

Very interested in your thoughts on spirituality.
Personally, have felt negligent in this area. Was raised on two
or three assumptions about spirituality, which I question now.
Feel like I’ve put those assumptions on a shelf but haven’t
come up with anything new to replace them. Never tried to
talk about this to anyone, so it might sound a little fragment-
ed, but here goes. . . .

Staple of evangelical spirituality in my experience was
“the quiet time”: get up each morning to read the Bible and
pray. Hard to be against Bible reading and prayer! But here’s
my problem: the whole quiet time endeavor seemed to be
about quantity. The more of Bible you read or studied, the
better. The more you prayed (how many minutes?), the bet-
ter. I remember for many years almost hating to read the
Bible and pray, because as soon as I finished, the only
thought in my mind was, “I should be doing this so much
more than I am.”

Looking back, really does seem “modern” eh?—wanting
more information (knowledge is power), quantifying every-
thing, reducing to formula and mechanism (“if I pray this
much, I get these results”), making everything measurable.
How can we keep prayer and Bible reading as key to our
spiritual lives without turning spirituality into spiritual tech-
niques, duties, and legalisms—still more to feel guilty about?

In recent years, spirituality focuses more on public wor-
ship, where we sing “praise and worship” choruses not as

�
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doctrinal treatises about God but as intimate love songs to
God. I’m certainly not against this! Some of most wonderful
moments in my life have come during times like this. But
sometimes I feel uncomfortable with the lyrics—it’s all about
“me.” How Jesus makes me feel, what he does for me, how
he loves and forgives me. The language is almost erotic—he
holds me close, embraces me, and so on. Again, nothing
wrong with this, but I wonder—does this represent a kind of
narcissistic and overindividualized spirituality? Reading Isaiah
other day (having quiet time!), I was struck by how global his
visions were. God’s reign pertains to whole world, not just lit-
tle me and how I feel.

What do you do with all this? Prayed for you and your
mom today. Beautiful story about her singing. Agreed with
what you wrote about creation but still don’t like spiders!—
Dan

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 8, 1999
SUBJECT: Spirituality

It’s strange to realize that your e-mail said 4:01 p.m. when I
received it, and you’ll have this response coming back to
you the same day saying 2:30 p.m. This Pacific Time Zone
is hard for me to get used to!

I resonated with what you said about our spirituality
being so oriented around guilt. I remember feeling uncom-
fortable about this when I was preaching. I would listen to
sermons sometimes on the radio and say to myself, “They’re
all about the same thing. They’re about how the people
aren’t doing enough.” I promised myself I would do better
(but I probably didn’t). I felt that most preachers didn’t
preach good news about grace; they preached bad news
about inadequacy and pressure. One week would be you

�
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need to read the Bible more. The next week, pray more. The
next week, give more. The next week, witness to your faith
more. The next week, serve more. It’s a wonder people can
stand coming to church!

I remember learning something after my first few years
of teaching science that might help us figure out a solution
to this whole mess. I remember thinking, “Why do I give so
much homework? Is it really to help my students, or is it
because I think good teachers give homework?” For a few
years I stopped giving homework. Instead I tried to make
every minute of the class useful. Instead of preparing stu-
dents to do homework, I in a sense had them do their
homework in class. Eventually, I went back to giving
some homework, but I think those couple of years really
taught me something: instead of telling people to go do
something at home, we do them a favor by helping them
do it now.

That suggests to me that we would make our church
services less about preparing to do something spiritual at
home on their own and actually doing something spiritual
here and now. I suppose that’s what the worship experi-
ences you talked about are supposed to do. They allow
people to have an old-fashioned quiet time all together, all
in the same place. That’s why people close their eyes and
raise their hands—they’re each drawing near to God and
doing so together. I think that’s good, as
you said.

Your point is well taken about us becoming so privatized
and personalized. That probably reflects consumerism—as in
“I want to feel good!”—and individualism—“this is all about
me!”—two facets of modernity that we are having a hard
time getting beyond.

How do we develop a more holistic, balanced spirituality
in people, Dan, without a boatload of guilt? Something for
you to think about!—Neo
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TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 10, 1999
SUBJECT: Haven’t Heard from You

I noticed you haven’t answered my previous e-mail. That
means either that you are still excessively busy or that you
are stumped by my question about spiritual formation.
Well?—Neo

TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 11, 1999
SUBJECT: No Excuses

No excuses—just terribly busy! Carol’s sick on top of every-
thing else. I haven’t touched the computer in days. That’s
why I’m in the office on Saturday morning. OK, some think-
ing on spiritual formation . . .

I look back over my years in ministry and ask what has
really helped people change and deepen spiritually: (1) youth
retreats, (2) short-term mission trips, (3) some small groups
(I say some—others were a waste of time), (4) many one-to-
one relationships, (5) getting people involved leading some-
thing or serving somewhere.

I look over this list and wonder what they have in com-
mon. The biggest thing—intensity. Odd: we try to make our
spiritual formation experiences routine, and that maybe guar-
antees they become less effective. The more intense and
less routine the educational experience, the greater the
impact—at least that’s what strikes me as I look over my list.

Oops—listening to sermons is not on the list! I do
believe in preaching, but maybe in preaching as a front door
that invites people into other, more intense experiences.
Maybe it creates a “field” (like a magnetic field in science)
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where spiritual experiences happen. Speaking of preaching,
have to get back to sermon prep. Talk to you soon, my
friend.—Dan

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 11, 1999
SUBJECT: More on Spirituality

A quick thought about your last e-mail. I remember writing to
you awhile back that I think our future approaches to spiritu-
al formation will be more akin to ancient ones. That’s exactly
the case with the list you sent me. For example, what are
youth retreats but a short-term monastic experience? People
live together in simplicity (no TVs and such) and in communi-
ty and practice spiritual disciplines together—prayer, Bible
study, solitude, that sort of thing.

What are short-term mission trips but modern examples
of the missionary journeys of Paul and his entourage or of
the Celtic monks’ adventures? In a way, they are also like
pilgrimages—journeys undertaken for a spiritual purpose.

What are small groups and one-to-one mentoring rela-
tionships but echoes of ancient training methods, before we
slipped into the modern misconception that the best educa-
tion takes place via theoretical monologue in sterile class-
rooms? Small groups and mentoring—filled with give-and-
take, personal as well as intellectual interaction, formation as
well as information—recall the old images of the apprentice
training with his master or the disciples following Jesus
throughout the land.

And what is getting people involved in lay ministry—
which we both agree is the REAL ministry—but an echo of
the many biblical stories where God taught people to swim
by throwing them into the deep end? I think of Moses, feel-
ing so inadequate, or even the disciples being sent out two
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by two, after only several months of training, to learn by suc-
cess and failure the lessons that can only be learned by
doing, not just listening or studying.

That’s not to say that people don’t need information,
knowledge, facts, history, theory. But information of that sort
is now easier to come by than ever. I think my students and
your kids (for whom the Internet will be as much a part of
life as indoor plumbing is to us) can process information so
much faster than we can deliver it by lecture. So my guess
is that teachers of the future will spend less time giving out
information and more time helping students learn how to
find what they need when they need it. Sorry for rambling on
about this, but obviously, education is a subject close to my
heart. I hope your schedule is calming down. You need to
enjoy Christmas!—Neo
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it was late on Saturday night. I had finished writing my ser-
mon and reading it through aloud to check its length. Twenty-
eight minutes. That meant it would be about thirty-five
minutes the next morning (I always speak more slowly in the
pulpit). I thought about Neo and felt bad for not having
enough time to respond to his e-mails. I looked at my watch—
almost 11:00 P.M.—and decided to give him a quick call since
it was only 8:00 P.M. in Seattle. Our conversation was short as
his mother was still awake. Neo was trying to play Yatzhee with
her. His mother seemed to enjoy rolling the dice and picking
out the matches. It was good to hear my friend’s voice, even for
a few minutes. The next afternoon I had another long e-mail
waiting for me.

c14.qxd  2/26/08  7:29 PM  Page 177



a new kind of christian178

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 12, 1999
SUBJECT: Life in Seattle

Thanks for your phone call last night, and thanks as always
for asking about Mom. I wish I could have talked longer,
but I know you understand. Sometimes she is so funny—
I mean, not to laugh at her, but just to watch her act like a
little child. It’s almost cute. For example, yesterday, I made
dinner, and she got so mad at me for serving her apple-
sauce. I said, “Mom, you love applesauce. It’s one of your
favorite foods.” She said she has always hated it. So I got
really firm, as if I were her father, and I said, “Young lady, you
have to at least try it,” and she’s very compliant when I’m
firm with her like that, so she put a spoonful in her mouth.
Then she got this big smile on her face and said, “Oh, that
IS good! I’ll have some more, Frank.” (She thought I was
Dad again.) She ate almost half the jar! She went on and on
about how much better applesauce is now than it used to
be. She was like a little girl who had just discovered a new
kind of candy. I just laughed and laughed, and she looked at
me and broke out laughing too. Then she said, “My, Frank,
you certainly do get excited over applesauce!” Which made
me laugh even more. It’s hard to explain, but in spite of the
disease, we do have some wonderful moments together. I
keep thinking of her holding me as a baby in her arms,
changing my diapers, putting me to bed—to do the same
for her now is an unspeakable honor.

Sometimes, of course, it is pure sadness to look at her
and think about how much she has lost. I mean, her hus-
band has died and she doesn’t even realize it. Whenever
she calls me Frank, I feel a little pang.

I stayed up late last night watching religious television.
Pretty weird stuff. I heard one chap going at it about hell. It

�
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brought me back to some of our discussions along the
Potomac. You seemed abnormally fixated on the subject!
Seriously, though, I understand why: it’s a subject about
which modern Christianity entrenched itself in some very
ugly positions, and I think a new kind of Christian will handle
the subject very differently. That TV show bothered me so
much, I had a new thought. Remember the line I used to
draw, and—I liked this term of yours—the higher level of dis-
course? Here’s how I picture the various doctrines of hell (I
hope this comes through OK):

Universalism (of the Christian variety—obviously there are
other forms) says that Jesus is the only way and the Savior of
the whole world and that everyone is already saved regardless
of whether they believe in him.

Exclusivism, at the other extreme, also says that Jesus is
the only way, but he is the Savior only of those who choose
(or are chosen) to believe in him. Only they will go to heaven.

Inclusivism says that Jesus is the only way and the
Savior of the whole world and yet affirms the possibility of
rejecting the grace of God. Salvation from hell extends to
everyone who in some way (known only to God) accepts the
grace of God and is withheld only from those who reject
the grace of God in whatever way it presents itself to them,
whether or not they have heard of and believe in Jesus.

I yoke pluralism and relativism together because plural-
ism alone can mean many things. (For example, when it
means acknowledging that there are many different cultures,
many different approaches to religion, pluralism must be a
positive thing. After all, it means that we are beginning to
see the world more the way God has always seen it!) Yoked

Universalism Inclusivism

Pluralism/Relativism

Exclusivism
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together, the terms for me refer to a popular approach to
questions of heaven and hell that says, “There may or may
not be a God, a heaven, a hell, and so on, but there are
many beliefs about each, and all are valid for those who hold
them. No one belief has superiority over the others.” I placed
this approach below the line because it is often more a
mood than a logical position. But if you pinned it to the
ground and forced a confession of faith about hell, I think it
would say that since no one can prove anything one way or
the other, you can choose whatever belief you want as long
as you accept others’ rights to do the same.

This approach at first glance feels very tolerant. But ulti-
mately, it may be the least tolerant position of all, since
behind the scenes it must admit that every other position’s
claim to legitimacy is bogus. The only ones who really have
it right are the pluralist/relativists—which is a kind of exclu-
sivism all over again. To me, pluralism/relativism is more of a
late-modern option—trying to hold itself aloof from personal
commitment, trying to be absolutely objective, trying to avoid
believing anything that can’t be rationally and “absolutely”
proved. It’s certainly very popular, although I consider it a
seduction into apathy.

The big question you’re asking is, I know, what’s
ABOVE the line? And although I don’t have a name for it,
here’s what I think that higher position says: “It’s none of
your business who does and does not go to hell. It is your
business to be warned by it and to run, not walk, in the
opposite direction! It is your business to love God with all
your heart, soul, mind, and strength, to love your neighbor
as yourself, to have confidence in Jesus Christ and live as
Jesus lived. Let the imagery of hell remind you that life is
serious business, that there are real consequences to how
we live and believe, that justice and injustice ultimately mat-
ter more than most of what people worry about. Now stop
speculating about hell and start living for heaven!”

c14.qxd  2/26/08  7:29 PM  Page 180



It’s None of Your Business Who Goes to Hell 181

I guess if I had to give this above-the-line position a
name, I’d call it predicamentalism, since it refuses to let
anyone speculate about other people’s eternal fate but
instead focuses you on your own. It’s the same approach
Jesus took twice in Luke 13, when he responded to similar
theoretical questions about who is to be saved. Or it’s the
approach he took when Peter asked him (at the end of
John’s gospel) about John. (“What about him?” Peter asks,
and Jesus responds, “Hey, none of your business! What
about YOU?”) I remember us talking about in-grouping and
out-grouping once. I think Jesus does everything he can to
steer us away from that. (But of course, we manage to do it
anyway!) So when we try to in-group and out-group regard-
ing heaven and hell, I think we’re disappointing the Lord,
who would rather we concentrate on our own predicament.

Watching that TV show got me thinking about hell, and
so I did some research on the Web—just to get an idea of
what different groups have to say about it. I was checking
out the Website of one of your evangelical magazines
and caught an article about hell and the “exclusiveness of
Christ.” The tone of the article, which seemed to delight in
defending the assertion that many (or most) people would
be eternally damned (in spite of the atoning work of Christ),
struck me as quite odd, if not heretical. I thought to myself,
True, Jesus was demanding. He called people to a path of
radical, wholehearted discipleship. But Jesus didn’t get cru-
cified for being exclusive; he was hated and crucified for the
reverse—for opening the windows of grace and the doors of
heaven to the tax collectors and prostitutes, the half-breeds
and ultimately even Gentiles. Right? Do you ever think your
friends may be off the track with that kind of talk? No need
to answer that—it’s just a rhetorical question, and not a very
nice one at that.

There’s a lot more we need to learn about how the doc-
trine of hell developed. I have a feeling that if we knew more
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of the historical background of the concept of hell, we’d
have a very different understanding of Jesus’ statements
on it. The same goes for heaven.

Speaking of heaven, I wouldn’t be surprised if my moth-
er goes there soon. It’s kind of a double hit for me—losing
Dad and at the same time having Mom slip away mentally
even while her body is still here. On top of her dementia,
she’s not breathing right, and the doctors want to see her
again tomorrow for a chest X-ray.

Right at this moment, she’s talking up a storm in the
other room, and of course no one is there. I’d better check
on her. Talk to you later.—Neo

TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 13, 1999
SUBJECT: Reply

Neo, I’ve been promising to devote serious time to sit down
and respond to your e-mails. Meanwhile, a couple of long-
term parishioners have been driving me crazy. Suspicious,
cynical attitude, and so on. How much time to spend with
them? Just ignore it? I’ve noticed these situations follow a
pattern. Parishioners experience some personal offense—
loss in power, hurt feelings about something. This causes
withdrawal. They begin keeping a mental notebook, noting
all additional offenses. “Demerits” add up, and a conspiracy
theory develops. They can’t help but talk about it, and “con-
cern” spreads. If I don’t address it, they drift away, and their
leaving adds a demerit in the mental notebooks of others.
Helping usually requires huge amounts of listening, and sin-
cere listening at that, plus long hours responding to con-
cerns. Maybe what I say matters little in comparison with the
fact that I give them time and attention, filling up their empty

�
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emotional tank. The pattern becomes cyclical unless I do
more than respond to complaints; I must also challenge
them not to get into demerit–offense notebook mode in the
future and to get beyond that to real productive involvement.

Anyhow, this is a busy time of year, so every hour I
spend with these folks simply adds work to my life.
(Meanwhile, Carol and the kids haven’t seen enough of me
lately. Plus with three kids in fall soccer, it’s a crazy sched-
ule!) There is nothing more distracting or draining than a
“believe the worst” suspicion. Yet I love these people! Very
often they’re our most loyal long-term members. So what
else can I do? I must try to help them reconcile to whatever
and get on track again.

So there’s my long and elaborate excuse for not
answering your e-mails or even reading them with care they
deserve. Maybe after Christmas? Sincerely sorry. But look,
you have time on your hands, so keep writing! I profit by it
now or later and am archiving everything to go back and
reconsider later. I know what you’re thinking—I need to slow
down. But you know how Christmas season can be.—Dan

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 13, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Reply

Dan—no apologies necessary. And don’t worry about me
being bored. I’m carrying on several other conversations
online, some of them almost as intense as ours! One person
in particular I want you to meet sometime—Casey B., the
youth pastor at St. Tim’s. We’ve been getting into some
pretty interesting stuff lately.

Hey, something to celebrate—remember Melissa and
Marita? (You met them at the football game last month.) I’ve

�
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been carrying on an e-mail conversation with Marita, and
she told me that she and Melissa are going to become
members at St. Timothy’s next week. She is making a public
commitment to live as a follower of Christ. Good news! I
guess in your terms we’d say she has been “saved,”
although as you know, I don’t like that term myself.

OK, I’m imagining you asking why. You encouraged me
to ramble online, so here goes!

The way you modern evangelicals use the word “saved”
is, I think, terribly unbiblical. (How’s that for throwing down
the gauntlet?) The way you talk about salvation suggests
that the only thing that matters in life is getting your butt into
heaven, being saved from hell, getting eternal life for your-
self. (We talked about this once, right?)

Here’s a question: Is getting individual souls into heaven
the focal point of the gospel? I’d have to say no, for any
number of reasons.

Don’t you think God is concerned about saving the
whole world? I often think that we are more Platonic than
Christian, and here’s a case in point. We seem to think that
the only thing that God really wants to save is “souls.” But to
me, the biblical vision is never a disembodied soul floating in
or out of space. No, it’s the redemption of the world, the
stars, the animals, the plants, the whole show. I feel that
especially when I read Revelation. It’s like this wonderful
dream where there are streets of gold and gates of pearl—
not literally, of course, but the imagery is of something real,
substantial, not ethereal. In this dream there are strange
creatures full of limbs and eyes and horns and manes—
composites of all the animals, as I interpret the vision, telling
us that even the animal kingdom will be redeemed. And
don’t forget the plant kingdom and the environment as a
whole—there are trees, and there are cities with rivers of
crystal-clear (not polluted!) water flowing through. And even
human culture is redeemed—with human languages being
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spoken and human songs being sung. Wow! So there’s this
paradox of continuity and discontinuity between earth and
heaven, and I think we tend to emphasize the discontinuity,
probably thanks to Plato. (But that’s another story. Ask me
about our doctrine of the Fall sometime.) 

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 13, 1999
SUBJECT: Part 2

Sorry, my mother called out and I hit “send” by mistake.
The preoccupation with being saved sometimes strikes

me as strangely selfish. I think we’ve talked about this
before: Do you think that God would want a heaven filled
with people who cared more about being saved from hell
than saved from sin? Who cared more about getting their
butts into heaven than being good? Who cared more about
having their sins forgiven than being good neighbors? Who
in fact became worse neighbors precisely because they
became so religious in their concern about their own per-
sonal souls?

I think our definition of “saved” is shrunken and freeze-
dried by modernity. We need a postmodern consideration of
what salvation means, something beyond an individualized
and consumeristic version. I may have a personal home,
personal car, personal computer, personal identification
number, personal digital assistant, personal hot tub—all I
need now is personal salvation from my own personal savior.
I hope I’m not offending you—but this all strikes me as
Christianity diced through the modern Veg-o-matic. (Are you
too young to know what a Veg-o-matic is?)

The way conservative Christians talk about “personal
salvation” seems to me to try to persuade by exclusion. In

�
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other words, the argument says, “You, the ‘unsaved,’ are
on the outside and I’m on the inside. I’ll tell you how to get
inside if you want.” I think we would be more in line with the
spirit of the gospel if we invite by inclusion, saying, “God
loves you. God accepts you. Are you ready to accept your
acceptance and live in reconciliation with God?”

Similarly, I also think the standard definition of salvation
breeds passivity. It’s like a line in the sand, and we say, “The
most important thing in life is to be on the other side of this
line.” OK. People cross the line. What then? They try to get
other people to cross the line. OK. What then? I see a huge
contrast between crossing a line in this way, and following
Jesus on a journey. It’s as if we have taken what is for Jesus
a starting line and turned it into a finish line. Sounds like
another case of modern reductionism—going for the greatest
efficiency, the most measurable results, the least common
denominator.

Here’s a thought that just hit me as I was writing. What
if “being saved” was like data being saved on a computer?
In other words, when God pulls the plug on the universe, will
the data and software of our lives be saved, so our “pro-
gram” can still run? Or will it be “lost”? This gets more inter-
esting the more I think about it. I think of that verse from
somewhere in the Bible, where God says our sins and law-
less deeds he will remember no more. Interesting. What if
forgiving our sins is actually the same thing as judging them?
(I know—you’re saying, “What?”) Try this: What if some peo-
ple do so little good and so much bad in their lives that
when God forgives and forgets all their sins, there just isn’t
much left to remember?

One other thing: the scope of salvation in the Bible is
so much bigger than my little soul. We have talked before
about the grandeur of the visions of Isaiah and the other
prophets. I was thinking about how when Jesus came, he
was essentially saying to his people, “Your view of salvation
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is entirely too narrow. It is nationalistic. God’s vision is glob-
al. It will extend beyond our nation to all nations.” He was
trying to reignite in them a global vision more like Isaiah’s—
that the God of the Jews had a plan for saving the whole
world. But then we get hold of it for a few thousand years
and in a sense we shrink it even smaller than the nationalistic
vision of the first-century Jews. For us today, it’s not the sal-
vation of a nation that God cares about; it’s only the salva-
tion of individuals. Forget the Jewish nation, and forget the
nations of the world, and certainly forget the world itself.
We need a strong dose of the prophets’ grand visions of
God as Savior of the whole world. Because Jesus’ vision is
equally global.

That’s all for now. You might be convinced my faculties
are departing as fast as my mom’s! But seriously—how
about helping me here, Daniel? If you agree that our modern
definition of salvation is somewhat deficient, what would an
alternative look like? Any ideas? It’s far too easy to criticize
without constructing an alternative.—Neo

TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 14, 1999
SUBJECT: Responses

Hey, Neo. Wow, pretty intense thoughts. I’m not as shocked
as you might imagine. I have felt my thinking shifting in this
direction already, from our face-to-face conversations. I also
remember reading something similar in book by Newbigin
you lent me (I still have it. Haven’t finished. Sorry!). I’m sure
some of what I’m about to say will be from him and some
from you!

OK. Let’s say that salvation means becoming part of the
solution rather than part of the problem.

�
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Let’s say that heaven is a by-product, not the main
point.

Let’s say that the goal is the glory of God, the pleasure
of God, so God’s universe turns out the way God dreams—
all ways of saying “the kingdom of God” that we’re sup-
posed to seek first. (I remember our talk at McDonald’s—
just last month, but it seems like an age ago.)

Let’s say that the essence of our identity as people of
God isn’t that we’re an elite, saved for privilege, but ordinary
people saved for service, for responsibility. As you said, it’s
not about God giving us privileged “insider trading informa-
tion.” God recruits us to the mission of spreading the good
news and love to the whole world. In fact, maybe the real
enemy isn’t hell but instead living out of harmony with God,
disconnected. So salvation is joining God’s mission instead
of trying to live by our own selfish personal agenda.

(Wow, this just struck me as I wrote that—frightening—
we could want personal salvation as part of our personal
agenda, so evangelism = appeal to spiritual selfishness—
ugly!)

So maybe salvation isn’t something we “get” and then
consider the option of joining God in his grand mission.
Salvation is what we experience and spread in the process
of joining God in his grand mission. Of course this is not a
works/earning/self-justification thing—it’s all about God’s
grace from start to finish. But the focus moves from me to
God, from my plan for myself to God’s plan for whole world
(not just “wonderful plan for my life”?!).

Also, then, salvation isn’t exclusive. The way God
brings salvation to others is by giving it to some, recruiting
them as agents of salvation to others. So he blesses the
whole world by blessing one nation, the Jews. They become
God’s agents in world. Then, at just the right time—this is a
huge part of what Christmas is about, eh?—God breaks out
beyond national boundaries, recruits agents in every nation.
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Same idea: God wants to bless the many through the few.
He doesn’t want to bless the few to the exclusion of the
many. I’m not sure how this all pans out, but this feels
healthier.

Now, the real issue isn’t an emotional crisis or the
stereotypical experience of being “saved” or “born again” or
of “crossing a line” and then stopping there. The issue isn’t
signing on to a new set of beliefs alone. The issue is follow-
ing Jesus, joining him in his adventure and mission of saving
the world and expressing God’s love. If a person isn’t mov-
ing ahead on that journey, then no matter how many aisles
he walks down and cards he fills out and “sinner’s prayers”
he says, whether or not he is going to heaven (yes, you’ve
convinced me, it’s none of our business to make pronounce-
ments!), there is still no way we can say in any meaningful
sense that he is experiencing salvation.

How does that sound to you, Neo? I can think of a hun-
dred preachers who would think it sounds like a whole differ-
ent religion from what they preach. And maybe they’re right.

One other idea inspired by your last e-mail: modern
gospel constricts, narrows, reduces biblical gospel by
neglecting the role of the Christian community. I was struck
by how your relationship with Melissa and Marita led them
into a Christian community and how much their commitment
to Christ is integrated with their integration in St. Tim’s.

That’s a dream I have for my church—that it would
increasingly become a community of communities, a place
full of little “villages of Christ” where people really connect,
really care, really make their faith visible through love. A
place where we help people believe and become by helping
them belong. Sometimes I’m discouraged about this, and
sometimes I’m hopeful.

BTW, I’m finally starting to get into the Christmas spir-
it—finally. The unhappy campers at church are doing better.
I’m preaching on the names of Jesus—Prince of Peace, Son

c14.qxd  2/26/08  7:29 PM  Page 189



a new kind of christian190

of David, Immanuel. I love the gospel, Neo! What an honor
to preach it! I’m so glad I didn’t retire to New Mexico. Do
you ever think you’ll return to the ministry? Moses went
back, you know, even at an advanced age!—Dan

P.S. Stopped by townhouse to see the renter. He told
me to tell you that if you ever want to sell it, he wants to buy
it, furniture and all. I told him I think you’ll be back in a year
or less. Just FYI.

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 15, 1999
SUBJECT: Advanced Age?!

My dear Dan, I am successfully fighting the temptation to take
offense at your comment about “advanced age.” Nor will I
take offense at your last question, even though it implies that
teaching high school and now caring for my mother do not
qualify as ministry. Come on, man, you know better than that!
But I know what you meant, and actually, I had never thought
about it even once until that day you and I went walking along
the canal (in spite of the unhappy end to that conversation). I
love teaching high school, but the intensity of that conversa-
tion—it really tempted me to go back. But it’s not just that. It’s
you, Daniel. Our friendship is reducing my cynicism about
“paid professional ministry,” which is what you really meant
when you asked about me going back, right? But I don’t
know.

A practical matter: Do you know a Realtor? I think you
told me a friend of yours sold you your house. I think we can
go ahead and draw up the papers for my renter to buy my
townhouse. I’m glad he wants to buy my furniture, too. The
only thing I’ll need to get when I fly out is my papers and my
personal stuff—my books, artwork, music, that sort of thing.

�
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If he wants to close the sale fast, I might have to hire a com-
pany to come in and pack it up and ship it to me. I’ll let you
know. For now, I’m literally trapped here, always on duty. I
can’t even take a long shower. Thanks again for handling
this power-of-attorney stuff.

Merry Christmas! I went out and bought a tree, and
Mom seems to like watching the lights. If I can just let go of
my memories of what she was, what she is is still pretty
wonderful. My brother and his family are coming up for
Christmas. I haven’t seen my nieces and nephews for years.
(They didn’t come up for Dad’s funeral.)

Will you send me some of your sermon tapes? I haven’t
figured out a way to get to church yet here in Seattle, but I
will. Right now, you and a few others are my virtual church,
I suppose. By the way, I agreed with everything you wrote in
that last e-mail. Right on.—Neo

TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: December 15, 1999
SUBJECT: Townhouse Sale?

Neo—I’m confused. Why would you want to sell your town-
house? What’s going on?—Dan

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 16, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Townhouse Sale?

Sorry for the confusion, Dan. When my dad died, I received
a pretty big inheritance. When my mother dies—and the
doctors have told me that she is a prime candidate for a

�
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stroke or heart attack, so they say it could be anytime—her
house here is paid off, and it’s worth even more. So when I
come back, I think I’ll need to put some money into a larger
house. That’s one of many options though. I’ll keep you
posted. But will you ask your Realtor friend to call me? I’ll
get her to draw up the papers. Thanks again for all your
help. I know you’re already so busy.—Neo
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when I checked my e-mail on December 19, there were
two messages waiting for me from Neo.

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 19, 1999
SUBJECT: URGENT NEWS

Dear Friends,
I am so sorry to send you this news in a mass mail way, but
my mother passed away last night. She went peacefully in
her sleep. The funeral director just left with the body, and I
will go over to the funeral parlor now. I am broken-hearted
and exhausted, as you can imagine. But how relieved I
am that I made the decision to come out here to care for
Mother. I thought I might have two years to care for her,

�
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but it wasn’t even two months. I will never regret this time
with her. The funeral will probably be held December 23.
Details will follow. Thanks for your prayers.—Neo

TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: December 19, 1999
SUBJECT: Request

Daniel—Will you call my rector over at St. Tim’s and let him
know about Mother? Father Scott is not on e-mail yet. I can-
not deal with a lot of phone calls right now. Thank you, my
friend.—Neo

I called Father Scott, and he told me he would check into
flights to be there for the funeral. Flights would be hard to
come by Christmas week, I thought. He asked me if I wanted
to travel with him, and I said yes—but then realized that I had
so many duties at the church, there was just no way. With his
assistant available to preach for Christmas Eve and Christmas
Day services, he was free to go. “Our liturgy runs along whether
I’m there or not,” he said. “Getting away is much harder for
you non-liturgical folk.”

Of course, we sent flowers, and I sent a card, and then
another card, but that Christmas will always carry a pang of re-
gret in my memory because I really wish I could have gone out
to support my friend.

I received only one more e-mail from Neo, after the hol-
idays, perhaps the most surprising message of all. Here it is.

�
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TO: danrpoole@backspring.com
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: January 2, 2000

We Made It!
Good morning, Dan. It’s 2:45 a.m. here in Seattle as I write.

Well, we made it—through the memorial service and
burial . . . and through the Y2K hype too. Father Scott car-
ried your greetings. He was truly sorry that you were unable
to get away. Thanks for the flowers, the letter, and the cards.
You are a true friend, Daniel.

Everything is going well enough here. I spent the last
week cleaning out Mother’s house, working each day from
7:00 a.m. to nearly midnight. I hope to have the house listed
with a Realtor by week’s end. The market here in Seattle is
very active, so I am optimistic for a quick sale at a good
price.

With all those hours alone, packing boxes, throwing out
things that were precious to my parents but of no value to
anyone else, cleaning (so much dust!), carting clothes to a
homeless shelter downtown, donating food to the
Presbyterian food pantry, finding a used furniture company
to take the furniture, canceling Dad’s magazine subscriptions
and Mom’s remaining doctor’s appointments—with so many
details and so much physical labor, my hands have been
busy and my mind free to think. I am not used to thinking
about myself, my life, my future, day after day. But some-
how, packing away old photographs, smelling my father’s
scent on old shirts, boxing Mother’s old jewelry, discovering
a box that included a red metal toy car I remember playing
with on our patio in Port Maria, all this has made me think
about my life.

Last night I finished emptying the first floor. I turned on
Mother’s old stereo and loaded a stack of LPs—Mozart,

�
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Glenn Miller, Segovia (Father’s favorite), John Coltraine, Bob
Marley, the Smoothtones, even the Beatles (Father loved
them too)—I just grabbed whichever disks didn’t look too
warped. The room was empty—all the furniture gone except
the stereo and an old Shredded Wheat crate full of LPs that
I couldn’t bear to throw away yet. I sat on the wooden floor
and drank a Wicked Ale and prayed some and cried as I
haven’t cried in years. The music made me cry, the scratch-
es on the records made me cry, and I guess most of all, I
finally felt the loss of both my parents in so short a time. I’m
a grown man, but I truly felt like one for the first time only
last night. When your parents die, you suddenly realize that
now there’s nothing left between you and death but time. It’s
like being in a cold Northwest rain and having your umbrella
taken away, and the cold sinks into your bones.

When the needle followed the last groove toward the
center of the last record and the arm clicked up and over
and came to rest, I got up and went to my journal at the
kitchen table. I have no one to talk to, I thought, except
God. So I’ve been writing in my journal and crying and pray-
ing for a few hours now and feeling so lonely, and then I
realized that I could share all this with you.

Two feelings have come over me tonight, Dan, urges
that have arisen with me with such force that I don’t know
whether to be afraid of them or excited by them. First, I feel
a compulsion to travel. I cannot imagine leaving here and
returning to the East Coast, Roosevelt, science lab reports,
soccer practices, and the Beltway—much as I love them all
(well, not the Beltway). All I can picture for my immediate
future is this: boarding a plane and heading west across the
Pacific. You know from handling my papers that I have con-
nections to people around the world through my charitable
work. When the rest of the world wakes up, I’m going to call
a travel agent and see about one of those open tickets that
would let me travel anywhere within a certain time frame.
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In my imagination over these last few hours, I take this
journey: I visit my old friend from seminary who is in New
Guinea, I visit an orphanage I have supported in North India,
I go to Europe and Africa, I go to South America and indulge
my scientific interest by visiting the Galápagos Islands, and
eventually I come home and see you, Father Scott, the
Curtises, and other friends from St. Tim’s, my many friends
at FDR . . . and that’s where a second powerful feeling has
overtaken me tonight. In these hours it feels as though my
passion for teaching has drained away. At this moment I
can’t imagine going back to the classroom. This is frighten-
ing for me, because with all the uncertainties of life, for the
last ten years my passion for high school teaching has been
the one constant, but tonight it is gone, evaporated.

And here is the real surprise, although it may surprise
you less than it does me. In its place, Daniel, I feel a pull—
stronger than I can explain to you—to come back to the
pastorate. It’s as if a door has opened and I know I must go
through it.

That, of course, is why I am writing you at this odd
hour. I feel I must thank you, Daniel. When I met you, I felt I
was meeting myself back at the most difficult juncture of my
life. I felt that somehow I might be able to give you the help
that I so wish I had received when I came to the end of the
gangplank, so to speak, and had to step beyond modernity
into what was for me, then, a frightening void. Last fall I felt
that I was watching you face the challenge that I ran away
from years earlier. That’s why I pushed you so hard, Daniel. I
didn’t want you to give up, because I knew that if it weren’t
you, it would be someone else who would have to pass
through the same rough territory, because we both know,
this thing must be done, this passage must be pioneered.

This morning, I think it was about 2:00 a.m., I still had
the music playing in my mind, even though the old stereo
had clicked off long before. And I said to myself, “I’m going
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back. I have a few decades of strength left in me. I’m going
to work with Daniel and everyone else we can find to pioneer
what it means to be a new kind of Christian in a new kind of
church in the uncharted terra nova that lies ahead of us.”

I had a dream a few nights ago. I hardly ever remember
my dreams, and I am certainly not claiming anything revela-
tory, but the dream involved you, and it related to all this, so
I want to tell you about it. In the dream, you were exhausted
and worn to the bone, struggling to shape a church that
was meaningfully expressing the gospel in this new world
we’ve been talking about. I asked God why you were so
tired, and this answer came to me: there are so few working
at this exploration of faith in postmodern territory, and all of
those who are are exhausted because it is so difficult. It
seemed like God’s heart was pained at how few are explor-
ing beyond the edges of our modern maps and at how
exhausted those few are. When I woke up, the dream felt
so real, and I felt that it posed a very personal and pointed
question to me about what I am doing with my time and
energy—do I need to be in the struggle in the local church
again somehow? Tonight, or I should say this morning, I
feel flooded with an affirmative answer to that question. No,
actually, it is not just a practical answer to a question—it is
a flood of personal passion to join you in a mission we both
know will be difficult.

Of course, a million practicalities come to mind.
Fortunately, with my inheritance, money is not a problem.
And Reedman has a long-term sub for me to finish out the
school year, the soccer season is long over, and (thanks to
you) the sale of my townhouse and furniture to Remko is
almost complete. If I can prevail upon you to help me with
some final details there, I find the way is clear and I am free
to launch a new chapter in my life.

I wrote to you awhile back about spiritual formation and
how pilgrimages, journeys, and such have been such an
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important part of the spiritual life of people. I suppose I’m
going off on a pilgrimage of my own.

I wanted to tell you all of this “live” by phone, but I didn’t
want to alarm you and Carol by phoning so early in the day.
But I hope you will call me here when you read this. I’m also
wondering if you could come out to Seattle for a few days.
I would gladly buy your ticket. There is a coffee shop near
here with the best Jamaican coffee and New York–style
bagels you have ever tasted. Just the smell of the place
gives one a religious experience.

I hope you preach a good sermon later today!—Neo
P.S. Have you heard any Amish Jellies music lately?

It was 8:00 P.M. Sunday night. when I next checked my e-
mail. Of course I called Neo immediately. I couldn’t get away to
visit him, much as I wanted to. He left Seattle for New Zealand
four weeks later, on January 31. Before he left, we talked almost
daily by phone, mostly about the sale of his townhouse and the
storage of his personal belongings here but also about his travel
plans. He planned to go from New Zealand to Australia, then
up to Papua New Guinea and India, then to Europe, then to Ja-
maica, then to Ecuador, and then home. Quite an itinerary! He
hoped to be home either by September or by year’s end.

Here’s the last e-mail I sent him.

TO: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
FROM: danrpoole@backspring.com
DATE: January 31, 2000
SUBJECT: READ THIS BEFORE YOU LEAVE!

Neo—It’s after midnight here, but I had to send you this
quick note. I hope you get this before you leave Seattle.
I’ve tried calling, but your phone is already disconnected.

�

c15.qxd  2/26/08  7:33 PM  Page 199



a new kind of christian200

I just got back from addressing a young adults group
not far from here—mostly college students, but some in their
late twenties too. I tried to share some of the things you and
I have talked about. I know I blew a few members of the
audience away (as you did me on several occasions—but
fortunately, nobody came after me with sticks!). But there
were two conversations that I must share with you.

After my talk, one young man came up to me and said,
“This was a very significant night in my life. You see, my dad
is a pastor, and for several years I have felt this calling from
God that he wants me to be a pastor too. But I couldn’t
stand the thought of becoming like my dad. Tonight, as I lis-
tened to you speak, something inside me went, like, BING!
This is it! I can’t be a pastor like my dad, but I could be a
pastor like this guy. I mean, you really came across as
down-to-earth and real. And accepting. And no less com-
mitted to Christ than the people who are forced and judg-
mental. Thanks.”

As soon as he said that, I thought back to that night at
the Amish Jellies concert where our conversation first began,
and I remember telling you how I felt less than real—the
same word this fellow used. In whatever ways I was able to
help this guy, Neo, you have helped me in the same ways.
I wanted you to know that.

Then I find myself standing in line at the refreshment
table, and I’m standing behind a young woman with a lot of
earrings and I say something to her and she turns around
and seems startled and says, “Whoa, you’re the speaker,
aren’t you?” And then her eyes fill up with tears, and she
says, “I started crying during your talk tonight. You are the
first pastor I’ve ever met who admitted that Christianity didn’t
own God.”

Actually, I hadn’t said that, at least not in those words.
Then she says, “I want to serve God somehow with my life.
I think at heart I’m like a missionary or something. But
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here’s what I know: whenever I get to know individual non-
Christians—I mean really get to know them—I am com-
pletely convinced that I find God already there and at work
in their lives. It doesn’t matter if they’re way-out New Agers
or even atheists. So it’s clear to me that God doesn’t limit
himself to working in Christians’ lives. We try to serve God,
but we don’t own him, and deep down I have always known
that, but you’re the first member of the clergy who was, like,
real enough to say it. Somehow, hearing you talk about
God working outside the context of the ‘saved,’ I really felt
validated.”

Again that word—real—and again this feeling that the
spark I sensed in you has begun to glow in me. I can’t tell
you how good I feel about what I am becoming, thanks
to you. Thanks, my friend. I thank God for you. Have a great
trip, and remember you have friends waiting for you when
you return.—Dan
P.S. Carol is standing here reading over my shoulder. She
says thanks too.

I’ve never been sure if Neo got that message, because I
never received a response. I hope he checked his e-mail one last
time, because that note was the closest I ever got to adequately
thanking him for his impact on my life.

As I write these words, it’s late August, and I still haven’t
heard word one from him. I’ve worried at times—anything could
have happened to him. But my guess is that at this very moment
he’s having a ball watching elephants in India or sipping cappuc-
cino at a sidewalk table in some piazza in Italy or scuba-diving
with sea turtles in the Caribbean or visiting old friends in Port
Maria. Or maybe he’s on his way home even as we speak.

He told me he wouldn’t write, and he kept his word. But
it’s been almost seven months! With the new school year not
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far away, I keep expecting that he’ll be back and that I’ll bump
into him at back-to-school night. I half expect him to show up
at my door any day, smiling in his old red cap, inviting me out
for coffee or a walk along the river. I’m waiting. He’ll have
some great stories to tell, I know, and I still have a lot of ques-
tions. I’ve been thinking about offering him a job on staff at
Potomac Community Church. Maybe the two of us together
could . . . well, it’s probably not worth thinking about.

In our last phone conversation, several days before I sent
that last e-mail, I asked Neo three questions:

Could I have his permission to document our conversa-
tions in a book? Without hesitation, he said yes but asked me
not to include the personal details he shared in his e-mails
about his marriage and divorce.

Would he be willing to read the manuscript and critique
it for me when he got back? Again, yes, of course, if he got back
in time.

Would he be willing to write one section of it—a section
where he tried to tell the story of the gospel as he understood
it? To this one he said maybe. He wasn’t going to bring his lap-
top (he told me he was sure he would break it or lose it some-
where), so e-mailing it was out of the question. He had my
address, and if he could get time to write, he would send it to
me via snail mail.

I began writing and compiling our conversations immedi-
ately. I still haven’t received his story of the gospel, and it looks
like this manuscript will have to go to the publisher without the
benefit of Neo’s own comments.

Back in early February, we were hit with a major snow-
storm here in Maryland. Snowstorms are a special gift to the
Washington, D.C., area, which tries to live at the speed of light,
not the speed of life. Snow is a blessing, because even an inch
brings the city to a standstill. No one can drive, no one can
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work, and the whole city and its environs grows quiet, peace-
ful, calm. A snowstorm is our city’s only Sabbath.

One Tuesday evening, as the snow was falling down, I
asked Carol if she would take a walk with me. We bundled up
in our winter coats, hats, gloves, and boots and walked around
our neighborhood, something we hadn’t done in . . . ever, ac-
tually. For a long time we didn’t talk, beyond mentioning the
beauty, the quiet, the peace. There was only the sound of our
own breathing, the gentle crunch of snow underfoot, the rustle
of winter clothing.

I told Carol that I had reached a decision about my fu-
ture. She kept looking down at her boots shuffling through the
snow.

“Carol, before, I saw only two alternatives: either keep up
the status quo, and feel less and less honest about it, or try to
be honest about my thinking, which meant leaving the church
altogether to avoid a big meltdown. But Neo has helped me see
a third alternative, one that would be more courageous, more
honest, and more pleasing to God. I thought this would be im-
possible before, and maybe it is, but now I wonder if I could
become a new kind of Christian and I could try to lead Potomac
Community Church in that new path too. It won’t be easy. I
know how much I have struggled, and I know this will mean
struggles for others too. I have to expect that people will some-
times lash out at me just as I lashed out at Neo, because to talk
about change like this . . . well, it’s agonizing and threatening
and terrifying. But deep down, it’s what people need, and it’s
what the church needs. And I guess it’s what the gospel is
about. Besides, as Neo said, sooner or later this has to be done,
and I’d hate to die and think I shrank back from my chance to
help. So I’d like to take the risk, if . . .”

Carol was still looking down, but I think I could detect
a smile at the corner of her mouth. I continued, “I don’t want
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to try this unless you feel good about it too. I don’t know where
this path will lead. It’s like we’ve come to the edge of the map,
and all familiar paths are behind us, but a new world is out
there ahead of us. I feel this urge to try to find other people
who are at the edge of the map too, and maybe if we travel on
together, we can make some new discoveries, and help each
other, and—”

Carol stopped walking and looked up toward the next
street light. “It’s kind of like the snow tonight, isn’t it, Dan?
There aren’t any footprints to follow, but there’s light ahead,
and there’s a certain beauty in it all.”
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the decision that we made that February night left me
feeling a bit like I did after proposing to Carol eighteen years
earlier: I know this is what I wanted, but what have I gotten my-
self into?

I felt this desperate need to talk with Neo. Virtually all of
our conversations had been about theology, theory, concepts—
but few were about what our theories would look like worked
out in a living Christian community. How can I help Potomac
Community Church go through this transition without blow-
ing it up? How will people let go of Christianity as a modern
construct when a better alternative has not fully presented it-
self? How can people let go of the trapeze they’re holding on
to if the next one isn’t yet within reach—do they take a leap
into nothingness, clutching at air? Is that faith—or insanity?
How can a church hold together through the turbulence un-
leashed by these sorts of questions? How far do we go with this
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rethinking, and how far is too far? Am I the only pastor think-
ing these kinds of thoughts, or are there others?

With these questions simmering in my mind, in late July,
when I was reading through the e-mail archives from which the
last few chapters were gleaned, I came across the name of the
youth pastor from St. Timothy’s Episcopal, someone Neo said
he hoped I would meet. I decided to try to find him. Maybe
he and Neo had discussed some of these issues.

The only name that Neo had given me was “Casey B.”
When I called St. Timothy’s, I found out three things: Casey
B. had left St. Tim’s in June, his full name was Casey B. Cur-
tis, and . . . “he” was actually an African American woman.
Everyone called her Casey B. because her father, who still at-
tended St. Tim’s, was Casey C. Curtis. I called Casey C. and
learned that his daughter was working for the summer with an
interdenominational youth ministry called Life Unlimited—
in Poland! Fortunately, Casey B. had e-mail access, and Casey
C. had his daughter’s e-mail address.

Casey B. turned out to be a delightful young woman—
energetic, passionate, bright, confident. “Watch out,” her fa-
ther had told me, “she’s high voltage!” and he was right. No
wonder Neo had been so impressed with her, first as her Sun-
day school teacher and then as her youth leader at St. Tim’s in
the early ’90s. She became his top student leader and his pro-
tégée, and after her graduation, he encouraged her to study
youth ministry at a Christian college near Chicago. In fact, I
learned from Casey C. that Neo had covered her tuition. In
1998 she returned to St. Tim’s as their first—albeit part-time—
paid youth pastor, and Casey C. suspected that Neo had
funded the first half of her salary, hoping the church would
pick up the second half.

“Neo was my MENTOR,” Casey B. wrote, “so OF
COURSE I printed out everything he sent me online and
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saved it. He also had this CONSTANT habit of drawing little
diagrams on restaurant placemats and stuff, and I kept all of
those too. They’re TREASURES.” She kept all her “Neo stuff”
in a binder—which was in her room back home. She e-mailed
her father and asked him to bring me the binder when she
heard I was writing this book.

Like me, she hasn’t heard anything from Neo since Jan-
uary. Like me, she worries about him—more as the months
pass with no word from him.

This final chapter contains several of Casey B.’s e-mails
from Neo, written during the time I was getting to know him.
You’ll notice there’s some repetition and overlap in our conver-
sations, which is what you’d expect, since they occurred around
the same time. I figure that anything repeated often by Neo
would bear repeating.

Unfortunately, Casey did not save her e-mails to Neo, so
the conversation here is one-sided. However, in most cases,
Neo’s responses imply the questions or issues raised by Casey.

What meant so much to me in reading their conversation
was this: some of the very questions I would have asked Neo—
questions to help me figure out what to do next at Potomac
Community Church—were exactly the questions he had ad-
dressed for Casey B.

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: September 21, 1999
SUBJECT: Seminary Recommendation

CB—I really have mixed feelings about answering your last
e-mail! You know we’d hate to lose you at St. Tim’s, and I
would miss you more than anyone, except the youth group
members themselves, of course—and maybe their parents!

�
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I know the part-time salary isn’t sufficient. Losing you would
be another example of the high cost of being cheap. But
knowing you, it’s not the money that is making you consider
moving on.

Having said that, I think you’d make a great pastor
or rector. You know that personally, I think working with
teenagers is generally more important and more strategic
than working with adults, but if you feel a call to move from
youth ministry to adult leadership, I’ll back you wholeheart-
edly. I’m your biggest fan, CB, you know that.

Now as to your specific questions—remember, this is
just my opinion—you asked for it, so here it is.

I wish I could recommend a good seminary for you to
finish your studies. Of course there are a lot of good semi-
naries out there, but nearly all are working on the modern
model, more or less, and you know that I think that model is
pretty outdated already. For someone as young as you, it
would be so good if there was a seminary that was prepar-
ing you for ministry in 2040, not 1940. Oh, well. Maybe that
will change soon. Maybe it is changing already and I just
don’t know about it.

If you do decide to pursue church planting, you may
need to change denominations or go nondenominational. If
you’re going to start from scratch, you really should find a
context that would give you the most freedom to experi-
ment, explore, and innovate. That would mean either going
independent or finding a denomination that would offer you
good support without a lot of strings attached. If it were me,
I’d start a new church, and I’d build my core with as little
baggage as possible. Of course, our denomination is really
generous financially when it comes to starting new churches,
but sometimes the strings attached aren’t worth the price
you pay for them.

Hope that helps, my young friend!—Neo
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TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: September 25, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Seminary Recommendation

You’re right. I was referring to the fact that most Protestant
seminaries fight with vigor the battles of yesterday, largely
oblivious to the issues of today, hardly thinking of the
issues of tomorrow. They still preoccupy themselves
with fighting the Protestant Reformation and the liberal-
fundamentalist debates. (Somebody tell them those wars
are over, OK?) As for your other comments, yes, I’d be
glad to clarify.

When I said that seminaries operate on the modern
model, I meant (among other things) that they put theory
before practice and that they assume that knowledge (not
character, skill, experience, know-how, passion, and so on)
is power. In the postmodern world, I think we’ll interweave
theory and practice (which will mean that education will be
lifelong, not pushed to the beginning of one’s career), and
we’ll believe that power in ministry flows from character,
know-how, experience, relationships, spiritual disciplines,
passion, AND knowledge (and probably some other things
too). The dethroning of theoretical knowledge will require
something far more radical than rewriting seminary curricula;
it will require reinventing the whole idea of professional min-
istry training. (It might even make us deconstruct the idea
of “professional,” but that would be another subject for
another time.)

Yes, I do believe established churches can change.
Later tonight or tomorrow, I’ll write up some thoughts on
how I think churches can transition to postmodern ministry.
You’ll keep in mind that most of what I say would be classi-
fied as “hunch,” not experience-born insight.

�
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Today I’m going on a hike with the father of one of my
soccer players—pastor of Potomac Community Church.
Have you heard of it? This fellow is just entering into this
whole postmodern conversation. I feel for him. I’m not cer-
tain if he’s genuinely curious or just testing me. You know
what I’m talking about. I haven’t told him about my first
career yet. Do you think I should?—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: September 25, 1999
SUBJECT: Too Tired Tonight

CB—I’m tired! What an intense day I had with the pastor fel-
low I told you about. Not only did he ask questions, ques-
tions, questions—and tough ones, too—but he walked me
ten miles, I’m sure, and for a minute there at the end, I
thought he was going to hit me with a stick! I’ll tell you about
it when I see you at church.

So needless to say, I’ll work on the church transition issue
tomorrow afternoon. I’m going to bed early tonight.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: September 26, 1999
SUBJECT: Church Transitions

CB—Sorry I missed you at church this morning. No, I wasn’t
kidding about the stick. And yes, I think I pushed him too
hard. You know what that’s like! I’ll tell you about the whole
incident next time I see you.

Here are my thoughts on the church transition question
you raised. As I said, much of this is hunch, although my

�

�
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pastoral and lay leadership experiences certainly come to
bear.

My guess is that out of one hundred churches, maybe
ten would say they want to transition. Most are happy as
they are, or they’d rather die than change.

My guess is that out of the ten churches who say they
want to transition, probably only two or three really do,
meaning that they are willing to pay the full price.

My guess is that of those two or three, one or two
could actually do it, but it would be far more difficult than
they imagined.

This next hunch is going to be counterintuitive—but I
would guess that churches that “missed” the traditional-to-
contemporary transition (à la Willow Creek or Saddleback)
might have a better chance of transitioning to postmodern
ministry than ones that became contemporary. (I know you will
ask why, so . . .) Why? Contemporary churches are happily
modern, and their numbers (attendance, budget) are probably
sufficient so that the pain of changing would be greater than
the pain of not changing. Of course, there are some amaz-
ingly smart contemporary pastors out there—Rick Warren and
Bill Hybels and others. So I’m sure there will be exceptions to
this. At any rate, traditional churches are generally less happy,
“successful,” and secure in their modernity, so they may be
more willing to change. Not only that, but the contemporary
shift generally made churches more antiseptic—it purged
them of ritual, liturgy, symbol, and so on. I actually think that
these things will be assets for the postmodern church. (Many
contemporary churches painted themselves into a corner by
saying that ritual, liturgy, symbol, and all that were wrong or
evil and such, and that might make it hard for them to
change. But some will face the music, I hope, and reverse
their rejection of all things historic and traditional.)

The traditional churches will have to do one thing about
their traditions, if they want to retain them: they will have to
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relativize them. They won’t be able to enforce them as being
right, necessary, or biblically mandated; they will rather sim-
ply offer them as elements of their church culture that have
meaning for them. And if they don’t work, they will feel
free to drop them in favor of new practices that will work.
(For example, I would not require people to make the sign
of the cross, but I’ll bet if people really considered what that
tradition could mean, they would want to incorporate it into
their faith.)

I used to think that the liberal churches might navigate
the postmodern transition more gracefully than the conserva-
tive ones. But as I think about it, the liberals are generally
more free in their thinking and more rigid in their methodol-
ogy, liturgy, and such. Conservatives are generally rigid
in their thinking but more free in their methodology. Their
passion for evangelism drives them into the world (which is
populated by a lot of postmodern folks), and that evangelis-
tic encounter always has the potential to transform the evan-
gelizer as well as the evangelized. (For example, remember
our Bible study on Peter and Cornelius in Acts 10? And
remember the short-term mission trip I took you on to
Guatemala back when you were seventeen? You kids—
along with yours truly—were transformed more by that expe-
rience than any of the Guatemalan children we went to min-
ister to.) For that reason, I now think that liberals and con-
servatives have about an even shot at seizing the postmod-
ern moment. (Of course, maybe neither will, and God will
raise up some other new movement to do so.) In any case,
be sure you don’t get yourself into some situation where the
church you pastor (or plant) runs in deep ruts of modernity!
That would be a terrible waste and a definite step down from
youth ministry.

When it comes to bringing change, you have two
options. First, you can push down the status quo—scare
people, help them see that things aren’t as copasetic as they
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believe them to be. Second, you can lift up a vision—inspire
people, help them see that things could be so much better.
There’s a place for both, but without the second, the first is
only a short-term, quick-fix tool for change. Knowing you,
you should plan to lead by no more than 25 percent status
quo redefinition and at least 75 percent vision inspiration.

The other big decision in bringing about change any-
where, but especially in a church, is whether to move incre-
mentally or innovatively. Incremental changes (improving little
by little) are great when your basic system is sound, when
your basic philosophy and “business plan” make sense. But
whether we’re dealing with public schools (I know too much
about this!), churches, or seminaries, incremental change is
the worst enemy of true innovation. Innovation means intro-
ducing a bold new system, a new philosophy, a whole new
plan. It’s like being a travel agent or stockbroker in the age
of the Internet: Do you keep improving your services, or do
you jump to a new way of doing business entirely?

Maybe you do both—create incremental improvement of
your existing services and at the same time innovate by cre-
ating new ways of “doing business.” What that would mean
in church transition would be this: you would lead a revolu-
tion by addition, not subtraction. You wouldn’t change the
“services” (you can read that with either meaning) so loved by
your dominant group. But you would add new worship and
spiritual growth experiences for new people—completely new
ways of doing things. It reminds me of back in the early ’70s
(I guess before you were born) when gas stations had to pro-
vide two kinds of gas, leaded and unleaded. Eventually, the
leaded was phased out, but you couldn’t bring in the new
without continuing to serve the old, because all of the exist-
ing cars needed the leaded fuel. Do you follow me? I think for
the next decade or two (or more), we’ll need to have modern
“leaded” church services (again, in both senses of the word)
as we add postmodern “unleaded” ones. Maybe a better
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example from your lifetime would be the use of cassettes
and CDs. Are you in the cassette business or the music
business? The question becomes even more important with
the rise of MP3, Napster, and other new ways of acquiring
recorded music. The whole process will be tricky. But
change always is.

One other thing—I would lean toward maximizing rather
than minimizing discontinuity. In other words, don’t try to
underestimate how significant the changes are to the peo-
ple. Instead, tell them, “I’d like us to consider making some
really major and difficult changes in the way we do ministry
around here.” If I were assigned to a struggling church, I
might propose that they actually shut down the church but
stay together as a core group to plan a new beginning. Then
I’d help them choose a new name, symbolic of a whole new
philosophy of ministry that we would develop. I would also
bring in a lot of outside consultants. Outsiders have so much
more power than insiders—another counterintuitive reality
I’ve discovered.

I realize I’m writing this as if you’ve already made your
decision to become a “grown-ups’” pastor instead of a
youth pastor. Are you sure that’s what you should do?
—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: September 28, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: My Decision FOR NOW

CB—Yes, I’m relieved. I think it could be a good thing, but
there aren’t many youth pastors as good as you are. I will
keep praying with you about this. I know you’ll end up where
you belong.

I love the questions you ask, Casey. But please don’t
consider yourself a Nobody. But then again, Nobodies

�
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change the world. The Somebodies in Places of Power
tend to exercise their power to maintain the status quo or to
improve the status quo. But when it’s time to move from 
status quo to terra nova, that’s usually the job of Nobodies
from the powerless places at the margins. Think of Moses,
Esther, Nehemiah, Jesus, Paul. Think of Martin Luther King
Jr. or Nelson Mandela.

So in that light, here are the thoughts from one certified
Nobody to another on your two excellent questions:

You asked what my “dream seminary” would be like.
This is something I have thought about a great deal. My 
seminary experience was so formative and positive—
even though I sometimes sound like I’m seminary-
bashing, really, I love seminaries. But I think that seminar-
ies will become amazingly different in the future. Thinking
back to my last message to you, they’ll have to decide
they’re not in the cassette or CD business but in the music
business. In this case, they’ll realize they’re not just in the
certification business or even just the theological education
business but in the Christian leadership development busi-
ness. So with that in mind, my ideal seminary would be one
part monastery, one part mission agency, and one part sem-
inar. Here’s what I mean.

By monastery, I would want the seminarians to live in
community of some sort, to experience a real sharing of life
and of “the offices,” of shared spiritual practices. This would
contribute to spiritual formation, and it would weed out
sociopathic types who are attracted to ministry because
they like power or they like being right or they need attention
but they don’t love or serve people much. As a youth group
leader, you’ve often told me—and I agree—that more spiritu-
al formation takes place in a weekend retreat than in six
months of weekly meetings and that more spiritual formation
takes place in a week of summer camp than in a year of
weekly meetings. It strikes me that a retreat is simply a
short-term monastic experience. It’s intense—and intensity
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is an undervalued key to spiritual growth—and it’s holistic:
it’s not a matter of just adding some Bible onto a busy, frag-
mented life. This would be an essential part of my ideal sem-
inary. Whether people lived in this sort of community for a
year, a semester, a quarter, a month, or a weekend out of
every month (kind of like the Army Reserves), I know it
would be a good thing for them.

The mission agency part is closely related. In my mind,
while modern Christianity was fixated on systematic theolo-
gy, the erection of a conceptual cathedral that would com-
prehend all truth, so postmodern Christianity will focus on
mission, on our role as agents of God’s kingdom. We will be
God’s people for the world. For this reason, I would want my
seminarians to spend a lot of time traveling and experiencing
places where mission is happening. This would mean intern-
ships in churches, soup kitchens, youth centers, refugee
camps, church-planting projects, employment centers, small
enterprise development projects, care facilities, hospitals,
community organizing and community redevelopment initia-
tives, orphanages, and summer camps. This would weed
out all who were really interested in comfort and safety
rather than adventure and compassion. I’m thinking of the
Celtic monks who loved to go on journeys—my seminarians
would be sent out on several missionary journeys during
their apprenticeship. Does that sound vaguely biblical?

The seminar part would be different from a traditional
school, which assumes that people learn best by listening.
We both know (extroverts that we are) that most people learn
best while talking. So my seminary would be based on semi-
nars, not lectures, meaning that students would read or
experience something (a book, a CD, a movie, a conference,
an interview, a retreat, a Website, an art exhibit), and then
they would discuss it with their fellow learners, with a teacher
present. The teacher would make sure that needed content
was conveyed and understood, but in the context of conver-
sation, not just monologue. Information transmission should
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be handled in the most efficient way possible—through film,
reading, lecture, Websites, interviews, whatever.

By the way, as a teacher, I’ve learned that instead of me
giving all the lectures, I can assign my students various read-
ings and then let them teach various parts of the material
to one another. They learn more by having to teach it, and
learning then becomes collaborative, turning the classroom
into a knowledge acquisition team. I’m around to make mid-
course corrections and keep the process moving, kind of like
the team coach. That’s what I mean by seminar. This makes
sense especially in the training of pastors, whose bread and
butter is teaching. Why not give them all the study, teaching,
and preaching practice we can during their education?

We wouldn’t stop with information transmission, of
course; that would only be the beginning. More important
would be integrating that information into our understanding
of the story.

By story, of course, I mean the story of God’s work in
the universe and, in particular, the story of God’s work in the
human community. When I teach science, I teach it this
way—as the story of the development of science or the
story of the development of the galaxy or the story of the
evolution of life or the story of the development of a fetus
or whatever. That’s something Polanyi taught me. For me,
everything finds meaning in its place in a story.

Hope that’s helpful, my friend! Thanks for asking me to
dream.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: September 29, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: You Forgot My Second Question!

CB—You’re right, I forgot to answer your second question.
You realize my thoughts on this are only guesses. When I

�
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was a pastor, I never succeeded at helping a church transi-
tion into a new form or philosophy of ministry. Even as a
layperson at St. Tim’s, we’ve only begun to grapple with
some of the issues of postmodernity. We’re still very early on
in the learning curve. But since you asked—twice—here are
my thoughts.

If I were going to transition a church from a modern
model (whether traditional or contemporary—and as I said,
I think contemporary models would actually be harder to
change in many cases), I’d really focus on process. I would
begin by self-reporting—telling my key leaders what I was
thinking about, questions I was having, struggles I was deal-
ing with. I wouldn’t say, “The church needs to do some-
thing,” but rather, “I am changing in my thinking about
some things.” This is what the systems thinking people call
“self-differentiation,” and it’s essential in the early stages of a
transition; the leader is reporting on the fact that he is mov-
ing ahead himself, and this alerts the rest of the organization
that change may be coming for them too.

Then I’d develop a proposal—a proposal for the organi-
zation to move into a new beginning or a new chapter. As
I said, my bias is to maximize the change I am proposing
to the organization, rather than minimizing it in people’s
minds; I’ve found that minimizing the change (to avoid fear-
ful reactions) is counterproductive. The proposal would be a
multiyear transition plan (I think the longer the time frame
included in the plan, the more likely the plan will actually
work), clarifying what the change would involve, why it’s
important, and how it would be achieved. It would begin
with a major celebration to acknowledge the past, thank a
lot of people, and seek to inspire people about the future,
with a lot of prayer to be sure that people are moving ahead
“in the Spirit.”

The plan would include an implementation phase and
a lengthy assessment phase too, which would allow the
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church to address the questions “What if it works?” and
“What if it doesn’t?” That’s important, because if the transi-
tion works, a whole new range of problems can be anticipat-
ed, so change will unleash more change. And if the plan
doesn’t work, the organization will face a whole new set of
decisions (including whether it needs to find a new pastor!).

As part of my plan, I would include a list of consult-
ants—outsiders we could call for input, problem solving, and
other needs. I have a huge respect for consultants—as the
Proverbs tell us, we grow wiser and plans succeed more
often with many of them. I would be especially sure to have
a conflict resolution consultant on board as part of the
plan—so that we had someone to come in when (I didn’t say
“if” ) conflicts arise, as they always do during times of change
(for a whole bunch of reasons). Wouldn’t it be great if there
were a cadre of wise consultants who specialize in guiding
churches through the postmodern passage?

Ultimately this transition is not about changes in musical
style, preaching style, liturgy, or architecture, although all of
those things may change if we go through the transition. At
heart, it’s about attitude, theology, and spirituality. People talk
a lot about “seeker-sensitive services,” but I think the real issue
is “seeker-sensitive people” with “seeker-sensitive attitudes”—
all of which would flow from a more missional theology and
spirituality. If the attitudes change, the stylistics are not only
easier to change, but they will also “want” to change. Maybe
that’s why the traditional-to-contemporary change was so
disruptive—too often we tried to change exteriors without
changing our attitudes, theologies, and spirituality. Am I mak-
ing sense here, CB?

I feel a bit uncomfortable with what I’ve just written. It
feels kind of technical, and in the end, church leadership
was for me a matter of the heart—a love affair, not just a
technical bag of tricks. It’s a lot about who we are as lead-
ers. Do people trust us? Have we really earned the right to
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be heard, trusted, followed? If you became a pastor, I know
you would lead sensitively and strongly.

Two key qualities for leaders in transition—both of
which you have in abundance—would be compassion and
patience. Here’s an analogy that comes to mind. We mod-
ern Western Christians have been living in a beautiful old
Victorian mansion for generations. It’s comfortable; it’s full of
memories; it’s quaint; it’s home for us. On the walls hang the
portraits of our ancestors. The floorboards show the paths
worn by thousands of feet—our grandparents, our cousins,
ourselves as children. Each room holds special memories.
Now someone tells us that the civil engineers have just
come by. They say that our house lies on a fault line and that
recent tremors have begun to crack our foundation and the
house is certain to crumble—we just don’t know how soon.
Or maybe they say that our home has been infested with
termites and the walls and floor joists are about to give way.

We look around, and we can’t believe what they’re say-
ing. Everything looks as it’s always looked. Sure, there are a
few cracks in the plaster, and the floors and the walls have
some gaps between them—that’s typical of old houses. But
the engineers are insistent. We ask, “Well, if we have to
leave, where do we go?” And they say, “We’re sorry, but the
new house isn’t built yet. In the meantime, we have set up
some pup tents in your front yard. For now, please box up
all your belongings and photographs—eventually you’ll be
able to hang them in your new home again, but for now
they’ll have to go into storage.”

Or, to try a different metaphor, the church is being
urged to flee the collapsing modern regime. But we have
grown comfortable with modernity. Why face the hardships
and dangers of becoming a refugee? Is the collapsing
regime really so bad? Is there a better place to go to?

Do you see why I say we need to be patient and com-
passionate with people who face these choices?
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Now I find myself thinking, “Maybe you should go in this
direction.” Because as important as youth ministry is, without
good, strong local churches on the other side of this post-
modern transition, the Christian cause is stalled in midair. I
think you could be an architect of a new kind of faith commu-
nity, Casey. I firmly believe that the top question of the new
century and new millennium is not just whether Christianity is
rational, credible, and essentially true (all of which I believe it
is) but whether it can be powerful, redemptive, authentic, and
good, whether it can change lives, demonstrate reconciliation
and community, serve as a catalyst for the kingdom, and lead
to a desirable future. That drama must be played out on the
local level, in communities of people who live by the gospel.
I’ve seen you build that kind of community among teenagers;
I know you could do it among adults too.

As I wrote that last sentence, a third option dawned on
me. Maybe you could work with youth but consider your youth
work part of a fifteen- or twenty-year subversive plan to locate
and train a new generation of church planters and pastors. On
the surface you look like a typical wild and crazy youth worker,
but underneath you’re an agent of radical change in the
church. Not a bad way to spend a decade or two!

I want to write more about the importance of mission
in all of this, but that will have to wait. I have a monumental
backlog of e-mail to read and respond to. This technology is
a blessing and a curse, isn’t it?—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: October 3, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Thanks, Coach!

CB—Thanks for your kind words. I meant everything I said.
I’m so glad it was helpful.

�
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Yes, I would be honored to speak to the youth group
this Friday night. I haven’t been invited to do so in quite a
while. But are you sure you want me to speak on the whole
science-faith debate? You know I’m going to tell the kids
that I think evolution is one of God’s coolest creations, and
that’s going to get some of the parents upset, if not some of
the kids. I’m glad to help, eager to help—but just be pre-
pared to get some phone calls. Remember, I went through
this once already at FDR!

I’m having some interesting conversations with the pas-
tor fellow I told you about. I’m really starting to like the chap.
He reminds me of you—full of questions, sincerely desiring
to be “real.” As we’d say in science, he wants to be true to
the data.

I told you I had some thoughts on mission. I haven’t
shared any of these thoughts with my pastor friend. I don’t
think he could handle them yet. He’s pretty entrenched in
a modern model of doing ministry, with all the attendant
assumptions—church is ultimately a consumer or customer
satisfaction project, modern stuff like that.

In my thinking, church doesn’t exist for the benefit of its
members. It exists to equip its members for the benefit of
the world. To do that, it is about three things: community,
spirituality, and mission—kind of a triangle, where each point
is connected to the other two. (Can you picture this? Maybe
someday it will be easier to insert drawings into our e-mails!)

Community means that we create a place of belonging
where people can learn to believe the good news, belong to
a community that is learning to behave (or live) by it, and
become (together) a living example of it. I think of the
beautiful phrase in our Nicene Creed: “I believe in one holy,
catholic, and apostolic church.” This is the “one . . . catholic”
part. We are unified, connected to one another, maintaining
the humility and gentleness necessary for unity to flourish.
And we are catholic, meaning that we accept anyone whom
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Christ accepts. We don’t show favoritism, screen out, or
judge.

Spirituality focuses on the “holy” part. But it is not just
about individual spirituality (as was the case in modernity,
where everything was privatized, atomized, individualized).
The spirituality itself is communal. True, the “done in secret”
part is important, but what we experience with God in secret
must be brought to the community and shared like a com-
mon meal. So we read the Bible as a community, always lis-
tening for the insights and input of others. We pray as a
community, our individual prayers merging with those of our
brothers and sisters. We fast and study and celebrate and
worship and rest together. In these ways, through private
and communal spiritual disciplines, we become unique,
holy people.

But in my thinking, both spirituality and community flow
into mission. Mission is the “apostolic” dimension of the
church—“mission” and “apostolic” simply being Latin and
Greek ways of saying that we are sent. I know that in the
modern era, we interpreted “apostolic” as meaning “based
on the teachings of the apostles,” which of course I agree
with, but oddly, in classic modern fashion, we seemed to
think we could be founded on the teachings of the apostles
without sharing the identity of the apostles as people sent
into the world on a mission. Jesus said it: “As the Father has
sent me, so I send you”—which means that we are sent not
to “be served” but to “serve,” and that we are sent not to
“the healthy” but to “the sick” (profound new thoughts for
many people—that the church exists for the world, not its
members, and that we are on a mission to the irreligious,
not the religious).

If the triangle is moving (and it should be, right?), it is
moving behind the “point” of mission. And as you know from
all of our Bible studies back in high school, in my thinking,
our mission is simply seeking, receiving, and manifesting the
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kingdom of God, the reign of God, the reality of God’s will
being done on earth as it is in heaven. In that mission, the
church is the catalyst, not the goal; you know I believe the
kingdom is much larger than the church, and the more suc-
cessful the church is in mission, the more expansive the
kingdom. This includes evangelism but is not limited to it,
because in a sense evangelism is in the service of the larger
mission of the kingdom. Our mission is comprehensive—so
that every Christian, “clergy” and “lay” (troublesome terms
themselves), is equally sent—to a classroom, a factory, an
office building, a highway, a jungle, whatever—to be an
agent of Christ, an agent of the kingdom. (Paul called them
“peace ambassadors of Christ.”)

One of the ways modernity captured Christianity was in
this area of mission: our mission evaporated (except in the
narrow slice of church life that we called “missions”—whose
very existence unfortunately legitimized the largest part of
church life not being mission-oriented). We became purvey-
ors of religious goods and services, seeking a clientele,
competing for market share, complete with brand names
and all the rest. If you want useful plastic kitchen articles,
you go to Wal-Mart. If you want low-cost, high-fat food in
generous portions, you go to Taco Bell. If you want a stan-
dard, scripted vacation, you go to Disney World. If you want
a fizzy, sugary drink, you go to Coca-Cola. And if you want a
spiritual pick-me-up, you go to church. This put us in a situ-
ation exactly opposite to—as I see it—Christ’s intent.

For Christ, his “called ones” (which is what the Greek
term for “church” really means) were also to be his “sent
ones.” He trained those whom he called to follow him as
apprentices so that they could be sent in his ongoing mis-
sion to teach his good news. In this line of thinking about
the church, we don’t recruit people to be customers of our
products or consumers of our religious programs; we recruit
them to be colleagues in our mission. The church doesn’t
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exist to satisfy the consumer demands of believers; the
church exists to equip and mobilize men and women for
God’s mission in the world.

Thankfully, his mission isn’t to make more and more
people more and more religious! His mission is much bigger
than an individualistic or even human project. How big is it?
Well, I guess you’d have to read Isaiah 2:1–5; 9:2–7; 25:6–9;
35:1–10; 58:5–12; and 65:17–19 to get a feel for its full
dimensions.

That, to me, is a vision of the future that informs a mis-
sion for the church. That’s something I can be excited about
for the new millennium.

Sorry to preach. I get pretty excited about these 
matters.

Speaking of preaching—Father Scott had a good sermon
today, didn’t he?

Did your dad tell you I took him out to breakfast yester-
day morning? He is so proud of you! And so am I. See you
Friday night.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: October 10, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Complaints Coming

CB—I’m so sorry my talk at the youth group last night
caused so much trouble. I warned you. Thanks for warning
me too. I haven’t received any phone calls yet. I’m not sur-
prised that Groves and Miller complained. They didn’t waste
any time, did they? Poor Father Scott—when did they call
him, midnight last night? He must be used to it, the poor
guy. There’s the downside of pastoral ministry!

When Father Scott asked me to preach for him that
Sunday last spring (when he was hospitalized for, what was

�
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it, appendicitis?), Darby Groves ate my lunch after the ser-
vice. He didn’t like something I said about hell, as I recall—
so he gave me a dose of it! Anyhow, then he wrote an angry
letter to Father Scott—and addressed it to him in the hospi-
tal! Can you believe that?

Poor Jennifer and Jason must feel torn, because I know
they love you and me too, but their dad is relentless in his
defense of every modern system he inherited from his fun-
damentalist forefathers. His loyalty is admirable, but his
vehemence can be quite ugly, as you have now experi-
enced. If he leaves the church (as he also threatened to do
last spring), just remember: it is not your fault, and it is not
about you. He’s trying to defend a shrinking territory, and the
world to him must look like it’s spiraling right down the toilet.
No wonder he’s afraid and angry. Not only that, but he was
“discipled” to be angry. My upbringing was very similar to
his: the more “mature” you are, the angrier you are, the more
negative, the less gracious, the more suspicious. Being
mean isn’t a sin in his Bible. (I keep thinking of a guard
dog—protecting, defending, growling, snapping!) Hard to
believe but true. I’m sure in his own mind he is trying to do
what is right.

As to your question, when people draw a small circle
that excludes me or those I love, I try to draw a bigger cir-
cle that includes them. That’s what we have to do with the
Groveses and the Millers too. We can’t stop loving, being
gracious, opening our hearts, trying to be sympathetic.
Somehow I know that Darby, at least, still respects Father
Scott, so maybe he won’t leave. But even if he does, it’s
not the end of the world—although I know you’d miss Jen
and Jason greatly, and they would lose so much by leaving
St. Tim’s.

As for Darby’s accusation, Casey, there is no way you
can understand what the word “liberal” means to someone
like Darby Groves. Remember, he grew up in the era of the
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Cold War, when liberal and conservative meant bad and
good. He grew up in a time when evangelical Protestantism
still knew what it was protesting against: medieval Catholicism
and modern liberal Protestantism. Meanwhile, we have
those in our denomination with the opposite bent. They
grew up in the era of the McCarthy trials and the Ku Klux
Klan, and for them liberal and conservative have exactly the
opposite meanings. Where does that leave us? We run an
interesting gauntlet, don’t we? To some we’re too liberal and
to others we’re too conservative!

As for his comments about my treatment of the Bible,
well, I would just say that there is more than one way to “kill”
the Bible. You can dissect it, analyze it, abstract it. You can
read its ragged stories and ragamuffin poetry, and from them
you can derive neat abstractions, sterile propositions, and
sharp-edged principles. (One wonders why God didn’t just
give the abstract system instead of all the stories and poetry!)
You can sanitize the text of all evocative language, paradox,
multiple perspectives, and interesting, three-dimensional peo-
ple to end up with cute little morals, simple two-dimensional
systems, and flat, boring prose that reads like a legal code or
assembly instructions for a bicycle. As a result, the Bible itself
begins to vaporize, to disappear, leaving the desired residue
of systematic theology, which is all you ever wanted anyway.

Or if you prefer, you can also kill the Bible by demythol-
ogizing it. You can read it like an engineer and dismiss any-
thing that doesn’t fit your modern, Western, rationalistic,
reductionistic mind-set. You’re left with a pickled specimen,
a hollow shell, a stuffed tiger this way too, through a kind of
expert theological taxidermy.

What a relief to have a third alternative—to read the
Bible as a premodern text, emerging from a people who
believed that truth is best embodied in story and art and
human flesh rather than abstraction or outline or moralism.
We relieve the biblical writers of having to conform to modern
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expectations. Instead, we join them in our common human
predicament as “angels and demons trapped in meat” (didn’t
Merton say something like that?), whose little three-pound
brains can’t hope to contain the wonder of one grain of
wheat or sand, much less the Creator of the universe!

According to the Bible, humans shall not live by sys-
tems and abstractions and principles alone but also by sto-
ries and poetry and proverbs and mystery. And best of all,
instead of lending us moralisms that we must try to impose
on followers of different stories (consider the story of
Western civilization), it calls us to live as part of its own story,
the story of a loving Creator who started something wonder-
ful and beautiful that in spite of our many failures he will
surely bring to a good completion. As we live by that story,
we find followers of other stories interested in ours because
our story, rightly understood, has plenty of room for them
and for their stories too.

According to the lower-right corner of my screen, it’s
2:00 a.m. already. I suppose I felt, with you “under attack,”
that you might need a little extra encouragement when you
wake up and log on. Remember, you can call me at any
time if you need to talk IRL. Maybe I’ll see you at church for
a moment. I wonder if Groves and Miller will seek me out.
Thankfully, I have to leave right after the early service. I’d
love to avoid them. I don’t look forward to another scolding
from either of them.

Did I tell you that I have tickets for the DC United game
at RFK later today? I’m taking along my new pastor friend. It
should be a great game. We’ll talk soon.—Neo

For the next few weeks, Neo’s e-mails to Casey focused
on practical matters in the aftermath of his father’s death. Since
Father Scott wasn’t on e-mail, several of the e-mails involved
Casey getting messages through to him. There was consider-
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able discussion about the controversy stirred up by Neo’s talk
on evolution at the youth group, just before he left town. It was
a shame, as he was grieving his father’s death, that he had to
deal with a somewhat petty church controversy back in Mary-
land. Because Casey was having to deal with this controversy
(which involved, I gather, at least one call for her to resign),
along with an important career decision, Neo said very little to
her about his daily life and routines in Seattle, caring for his
mother and all that. Rather, his focus was entirely on her and
the questions she was asking.

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: October 22, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Super Ticked Off

CB—No apologies necessary. I can’t blame you for being
angry.

You wrote: “The church is NOT about self-aggrandizement
for its own sake. Maybe that’s what turns me off about these
guys. They always want more members, more members—
and for what? It’s like they’re human vacuum cleaners, suck-
ing people out of neighborhoods, so all their energies can
be sucked up by the church. That sucks! Their SUCCESS
comes at the expense of the world around them, and I keep
wondering when they start GIVING BACK.”

Well put! You know I agree with your sentiments. But
there are two cautions I wanted to offer.

First, you wrote: “Why even TRY when UPTIGHT white
snipers can take you out with one shot?” While I understand
your frustration, I think the name-calling goes over the line.
Think of how you’d feel if they said something about you
being an “uppity black woman.” So watch that. You don’t

�
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want to abandon the teaching of Christ (“Blessed are . . .”;
“Do unto others . . .”) in trying to serve Christ, although I
know it is tempting sometimes.

Second, your words “why even TRY” scared me. I’ve
never heard you even hint at quitting before. Please don’t
let critical people like the Groveses and Millers make you
decide to leave your ministry. Don’t let their criticism give you
an excuse for cynicism. I felt that cynicism coming through
when you wrote, “It’s a nice ideal, but I worry that it will
never HAPPEN. You know I love St. Tim’s, but even here,
the forces that pull us away from being missional are so
STRONG. A few well-placed critics can TOTALLY DERAIL a
whole lot of hope.” I share both your love and your worry
regarding St. Tim’s, but we can’t let that worry paralyze us
and seduce us into surrender, defeat, cynicism.

Remember, Jesus went all the way, and that meant
patience, and that meant suffering. It’s sad when much of your
suffering comes at the hands of your brothers and sisters, but
being humans, we should expect that. Right now you need to
feel your feelings, blow off some steam—and then get ready
to get back in the battle with a good spirit, a humble attitude,
“patient when wronged,” as Paul said to Timothy.

Oh, my. I just had one of those “shiver moments” that
you talk to the kids about. I just realized that I’m asking you
to do something I wasn’t able to do myself. It was situations
like this that made me quit years ago. I hope you can do
better than I. I’m almost shivering as I write.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: October 24, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: The Latest

CB—It sounds like you’re handling this really well. I’m glad
you feel that the vision of the church we’ve been dialoguing

�
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about “REALLY ROCKS.” If you do decide to become a pas-
tor, help develop this kind of church, OK? One that “really
rocks.” As you said, “It is so much EASIER to be a point or
a line than that triangle of yours.” Hard indeed.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: October 27, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Definition, Please

CB—Sure, I’d be glad to try to define the term “theology.”
For me, it’s not so much a list of beliefs or an outline of
beliefs. It’s more of a story, the story of how people have
sought and learned about God through the centuries. Like
any human story, it’s got a lot of ups and downs, glories and
embarrassments, but that’s because it’s a human story. Of
course, God is involved—shown both in the glories and the
embarrassments, the glories giving us glimpses of God’s
own glory, and the embarrassments giving us glimpses of
God’s mercy, patience, and compassion.

But actually, another whole dimension of “theology”
comes to mind. In a way, theology isn’t just about God. It’s
about the universe. In some ways, theology is about gener-
ating models of the universe that flow from our understand-
ing of God and the story we find ourselves in. Does that
make any sense at all?

God can’t ever really be an object to be studied. He
refuses to donate tissue samples for our microscope slides
or to lie down on our dissection tables (although that might
be an interesting understanding of the cross—it’s what we
do with a living, loving God—tack him down like an insect in
a display case or a frog in a dissection tray).

I wonder if theology in the new millennium will be more
like scenario creation. If God is like this, what would the uni-
verse be like? If God is like that, what would the universe be

�
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like? And it would go the other way too: if the universe is like
this, then what might that tell us about God?

Even though we all live on the same planet, we live in
different universes—depending on the kind of God we
believe in and on our understanding of the master story we
are a part of.

I guess things bring me back to that question you asked
me about a few weeks ago, about my ideal seminary. At the
spirituality point of the triangle, I’d have students study histor-
ical theology—as much like a story as possible, focusing on
how various theological systems produced various universes
or models of reality. I would have them integrate the theology
of an era with its art, architecture, liturgy, spiritual disciplines,
economics, science, forms of community, and family life. I’d
want them to see how human beliefs literally create a way of
life. That way of life is what I mean by spirituality.

Then we’d try to face today’s world and challenges, and
drawing from the Bible, with twenty centuries of “Christian
universes” to learn from, we’d help students construct their
own model of reality, their understanding of the universe and
story we find ourselves in. And—this is SO important—we’d
teach them that their model isn’t reality; it’s just a model. It
must always be open to correction, adjustment, improve-
ment, even revolution. Otherwise, we stop being disciples
and become know-it-alls. We stop being seekers and
become defenders (and you have had some firsthand expe-
rience lately of what defenders can be like).

To keep our imaginary seminarians in the seeking mode,
we’d spend a lot of time studying contemporary culture.
We’d have to. I’d send the students out to exegete movies
and art galleries, concerts and sports events, shopping malls
and bars, video game parlors and campgrounds, syna-
gogues and mosques. We’d come back from these adven-
tures and talk about what we’ve seen, what’s going on,
what it means to be a Christian in our world.
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Indulge me in a little more dreaming. Libraries and
classrooms would be optional (especially with the Internet);
experiences, journeys, and mentors would be required.
I might even require seminarians to hold down jobs dur-
ing part of their training. Six months in a McDonald’s
might build more spiritual maturity into a young man or
woman than sixty credits of hamartiology, soteriology, and
all the rest.

That’s the kind of seminary I would wish for you,
Casey—two or three years of experience, exposure, prac-
tice, reflection, dialogue, mentoring, serving, friendship,
adventures, co-learning, co-teaching, reflection, tears (no
doubt), and laughter.

And actually, I would hope that it would not end after
two or three years. I would hope that you would periodically
be able to “retreat” into this kind of renewing and enriching
experience many times throughout your career—whether
you focus on serving youth or adults. Why? Because in the
postmodern world we disabuse ourselves of the myth that
theory precedes practice.

When I wrote that last sentence, a new idea popped
into my mind. Perhaps what we really need is not a seminary
that one attends but a lifelong learning community, perhaps
like the Catholic orders, that one joins—for life. What would
you think of that?

Thanks for asking about me. Really, I’m doing amazingly
well. And no, I’m not holding things back. It’s just that my
days are pretty quiet here taking care of Mom, so there isn’t
much to say about my day-to-day life. I do miss you guys
so much. I’ve been listening to Father Scott’s tapes, so I feel
in touch in many ways, and I do exchange e-mails with a
few other folks—the Hanleys, the Denimals, the Whites. The
pastor I told you about has become a real friend. He’s not
very good online, but he calls regularly and pastors me by
phone. And Father Scott also calls faithfully on Tuesday
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mornings. He has lifted the word “dependable” to the level
of an art form. So thanks for your prayers and your concern.
I’m really doing fine.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: November 7, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: Postmodern Theology

CB—Good questions. Actually, I sometimes wonder if there
will even be a postmodern systematic theology. I wonder if
your generation will focus more on the creation of Christian
cultures that embody our faith in ritual, art, liturgy, commu-
nity, and mission—maybe more like the Celts in the first mil-
lennium or like parts of the African American church in the
last century. That’s not to say that we don’t need theolo-
gians to work with words, but it is to say that believing as
we do that the Word became flesh, the focus of our
words should be the creation of communities that embody
our good news—in dance, in cooking (remember the
Passover?), in crafts (maybe quilting will come back—or 
perhaps Web pages will be our modern quilts!), in forms of
community, in mission endeavors, in music, in painting and
sculpture, in architecture and landscape design, in friend-
ship, in solidarity with the poor and forgotten. It’s exciting to
think about, isn’t it?

Regarding your second question—yes, I think the
changes in leadership style will be huge. We’ll have to talk
about this sometime. Be sure to ask me about how post-
modern leadership is embodied by Dorothy in “The Wizard
of Oz.”

CB, I must say I’m jealous of you. I was watching
the Weather Channel, and it looks like you’re having gor-
geous weather back in Maryland. We haven’t seen the sun

�
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here in Seattle for seventeen days! I miss you and the whole
St. Tim’s family, especially on Sundays.—Neo

TO: cbc@youthnet.net
FROM: neoliver@fdrhs.edu
DATE: November 9, 1999
SUBJECT: Re: UNBELIEVABLE NEWS!

CB—A miracle! Frame that letter! That’s the first time I’ve
ever heard of Darby Groves apologizing to anyone. I think
that’s just great. The Holy Spirit is working!

It’s funny—these ugly things in church, like the “inquisi-
tion” you’ve just been through, often become the occasion
for the best things. Good for Darby. That was a good letter.
Thanks for typing the whole thing out for me. I’m just smiling
and smiling and cheering for God. I’m sure that Father Scott
had to spend a lot of hours helping both Groves and Miller
get to this point. Let Father Scott know that I would give him
a high-five if I were there, OK? I’d give you one too, because
it was your graciousness under fire that made it impossible
for Darby to stay in attack mode.

I guess this is your first big trial in ministry. You have
handled things really well. I think again of Paul’s words to
Timothy about being kind to all, patient when wronged,
determined to gently teach those who argue. You’ve done
all that beautifully. Again, echoing Paul to Timothy, no one
could “despise your youthfulness” because you set such
a wonderful example in speech, behavior, love, faith, and 
purity.

Casey, whether you stay in youth ministry or become a
pastor, church planter, or bishop for that matter, what you’ve
learned in the last month or so will be extremely valuable
to you. My friend, as your father says, you are “high voltage!”
You are one of the brightest young women I have ever met,

�
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and if the only thing I do in my life is to encourage you to
soar and fulfill your potential as a leader in Christ’s cause, I’ll
feel that my life has been well spent. Whichever path you
choose, go to the front edge, the curl of the wave, the wild
frontier, and throw your life and efforts there. That’s where
we need you!—Neo
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having read these reports of my friendship with Neo—
a short friendship, really—perhaps you realize why I feel this
story is worth telling.

Neo is a hard character to explain, impossible to forget, and
defiant of nearly all categories. That’s why I have to use this
rather clumsy description of him: a new kind of Christian.

He would probably quarrel with that description. He would
probably say that he is on a search, trying to learn what a new
kind of Christian will be. But I think that’s the first qualifica-
tion for being one.

He would probably argue that what we’ve been talking about
isn’t really so new. But our conversations have opened up so
much that’s new for me that I would keep the phrase anyway,
even though I would see his point.

Beyond that, he would probably be nervous about creating
any kind of label that could be used for in-grouping and out-
grouping. But I’m quite certain that “a new kind of Christian”
is too awkward a term to be used for that purpose.

But it’s got a certain ring to it. Kind of like “the Amish Jellies.”

Afterword
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introduction

Thanks to all my colleagues at Leadership Network and the Terra-
nova Project, who have been traveling partners in this journey of
faith. Thanks as well to Cedar Ridge Community Church and es-
pecially its leadership team and staff, who have courageously ac-
cepted the challenge of embracing the postmodern world to
transform it with the message and love of Christ.

1. P. M. Senge, “Learning for a Change,” Fast Company, May
1999, p. 178.

2. B. D. McLaren, Reinventing Your Church (Grand Rapids: Zon-
dervan, 1998), pp. 13, 35–36. Revised, edited and retitled as
The Church on the Other Side (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2000), pp. 14, 37-38.

3. B. D. McLaren, Finding Faith (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1999).

chapter one

Thanks to Chuck Smith Jr. for the insights into fundamentalism.
He once told me, “Remember, Brian, charismatics are just funda-
mentalists with a different set of practices,” which got me thinking

Notes

bnotes.qxd  2/26/08  7:31 PM  Page 239



notes240

about fundamentalism in a new way. Thanks to Tim Ayers for “the
Amish Jellies.” Thanks to Doug Koenigsburg for the crisp term
“agents of Christ.”

chapter two

1. P. M. Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the
Learning Organization (New York: Doubleday, 1990).

chapter three

Thanks to Dieter Zander for the beautiful phrase “falling into
God.”

chapter four

Thanks to Dr. John Franke and Dr. David Dunbar of Biblical The-
ological Seminary for inviting me to team-teach a course on post-
modernity in 1998. Many of the insights of this chapter came
through that team-teaching experience. Thanks to Neil and Renea
Livingstone for many good conversations—and for the C. S. Lewis
quotes.

1. C. S. Lewis, The Discarded Image (Cambridge, England: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1964).

2. Ibid., pp. 219–220.

3. Ibid., pp. 98–100.

4. Ibid., p. 221.

5. Ibid., p. 222.

6. Ibid., pp. 222–223.

chapter five

Thanks to Dr. Len Sweet for the omelet analogy. Thanks to Steve
Tuttle for the analogy of the horse and buggy.
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chapter seven

Thanks to Dr. Nancey Murphy for introducing me to the concept
of the web of belief in her excellent book, Beyond Liberalism and
Fundamentalism (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press, 1996).

chapter nine

Thanks to Gerry Eisely and the Washington Arts Group for host-
ing the Ugandan Dance Troupe (many years ago) described in this
chapter. Thanks also to the organizers of the Promise Keepers
“Stand in the Gap” event, through which I met the Native Ameri-
cans on whom the fictionalized story in this chapter is based, and
to the “brothers from the res” themselves. Thanks to Jose Torres for
the comment about the Bible’s most unsettling parts often being
most important for us. Thanks to Chris Seay for the idea that
Christianity began as an Eastern religion.

chapter ten

Thanks to the late Lesslie Newbigin for the concept of election to
responsibility, not just to privilege. This is one of the most powerful
new ideas of my adult life. Thanks to Chris Seay for Neo’s choice
in beer.
1. P. Tournier, The Adventure of Living (New York: HarperCollins,

1965), p. 238.

2. B. Pascal, Pensées, 418.

3. G. MacDonald, Diary of an Old Soul: 366 Writings for Devo-
tional Reflection (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994).

4. C. S. Lewis, Letters to Malcolm (Orlando: Harcourt Brace,
1963), pp. 92–93. 

5. Augustine, City of God 22:29.

6. 1 Corinthians 12:9, 12.
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7. Philippians 1:20–24.

8. 1 John 3:1–3.

9. John 14:1–3.

10. C. S. Lewis, The Last Battle (New York: Collier, 1956), pp.
164–165. 

chapter eleven

Thanks again to Lesslie Newbigin for the insights about modernity
being excessively individualistic.

chapter twelve

Thanks to Os Guiness for once telling me over lunch, “Most evan-
gelicals don’t really know what the gospel really is,” and for chal-
lenging me to think about the “gospel of the kingdom.” Thanks to
Dallas Willard for guiding so many of us deeper and higher into
the kingdom of God/kingdom of heaven.

chapter thirteen

Thanks to Dallas Willard for the thoughts on intensity.

1. James G. Deck, “Abba, Father, We Approach Thee.” From The
Believers Hymn Book (London: Pickering & Inglis, circa 1900),
Hymn 1. 

chapter fourteen

Thanks to Dr. John Franke for his insight that pluralism (recogniz-
ing the world’s many diverse religions) means seeing the world
more the way God has always seen it.
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chapter sixteen

Thanks to Rabbi Edwin Friedman for his insights into self-
differentiation, in Generation to Generation: Family Process in
Church and Synagogue (New York: Guifford, 1986). Thanks to
the Gospel in Our Culture Network for insights into mission and
consumerism, in Missional Church (Darrell L. Guder, Ed., Grand
Rapids: Eerdman’s, 1998). Thanks to Mike Regele for his analysis
of the ways that liberals and conservatives vary in change aversion.
Thanks to Tom and Christine Sine for celebrating the global mis-
sional vision of the referenced passages from Isaiah. Thanks to Dr.
Stanley Grenz and Dr. John Franke for their expanded definition of
theology, found in their important new book Beyond Foundational-
ism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern Context (Philadelphia: West-
minster John Knox, 2000). And thanks to Mark Driscoll for the
fascinating idea that a postmodern systematic theology may not be
encoded in books but rather in art and ways of life.
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since 1984, leadership network has fostered church innova-
tion and growth by diligently pursuing its far-reaching mis-
sion statement: to identify, connect, and help high-capacity
Christian leaders multiply their impact.

Although Leadership Network’s techniques adapt and
change as the church faces new opportunities and challenges,
the organization’s work follows a consistent and proven pattern:
Leadership Network brings together entrepreneurial leaders
who are focused on similar ministry initiatives. The ensuing
collaboration—often across denominational lines—creates a
strong base from which individual leaders can better analyze
and refine their own strategies. Peer-to-peer interaction, dia-
logue, and sharing inevitably accelerate participants’ innova-
tion and ideas. Leadership Network further enhances this
process through developing and distributing highly targeted
ministry tools and resources, including audio and video pro-
grams, special reports, e-publications, and online downloads.

About 
Leadership

Network
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With Leadership Network’s assistance, today’s Christian
leaders are energized, equipped, inspired, and better able to
multiply their own dynamic Kingdom-building initiatives.

Launched in 1996 in conjunction with Jossey-Bass (a
Wiley imprint), Leadership Network Publications present thor-
oughly researched and innovative concepts from leading thinkers,
practitioners, and pioneering churches. The series collectively
draws from a range of disciplines, with individual titles offer-
ing perspective on one or more of five primary areas:

1. Enabling effective leadership
2. Encouraging life-changing service
3. Building authentic community
4. Creating Kingdom-centered impact
5. Engaging cultural and demographic realities

For additional information on the mission or activities
of Leadership Network, please contact:

Leadership Network
(800) 765-5323
client.care@leadnet.org
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The Blogging Church: Sharing the Story of Your Church
Through Blogs, by Brian Bailey and Terry Storch

Leading from the Second Chair: Serving Your Church,
Fulfilling Your Role, and Realizing Your Dreams, by Mike
Bonem and Roger Patterson

The Way of Jesus: A Journey of Freedom for Pilgrims and
Wanderers, by Jonathan S. Campbell with Jennifer Campbell

Leading the Team-Based Church: How Pastors and Church
Staffs Can Grow Together into a Powerful Fellowship of
Leaders, by George Cladis

Organic Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens,
by Neil Cole

Off-Road Disciplines: Spiritual Adventures of Missional
Leaders, by Earl Creps

Building a Healthy Multi-ethnic Church: Mandate,
Commitments, and Practices of a Diverse Congregation,
by Mark DeYmaz

Leadership
Network Titles

247
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The Tangible Kingdom: Creating Incarnational Community,
by Hugh Halter and Matt Smay

Leading Congregational Change Workbook, by James H. Furr,
Mike Bonem, and Jim Herrington

Leading Congregational Change: A Practical Guide for the
Transformational Journey, by Jim Herrington, Mike Bonem,
and James H. Furr

The Leader’s Journey: Accepting the Call to Personal and
Congregational Transformation, by Jim Herrington, Robert
Creech, and Trisha Taylor

Culture Shift: Transforming Your Church from the Inside Out,
by Robert Lewis and Wayne Cordeiro, with Warren Bird

Church Unique: How Missional Leaders Cast Vision, Capture
Culture, and Create Movement, by Will Mancini

A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual
Journey, by Brian D. McLaren

The Story We Find Ourselves In: Further Adventures of a New
Kind of Christian, by Brian D. McLaren

Practicing Greatness: 7 Disciplines of Extraordinary Spiritual
Leaders, by Reggie McNeal

The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church,
by Reggie McNeal

A Work of Heart: Understanding How God Shapes Spiritual
Leaders, by Reggie McNeal

The Millennium Matrix: Reclaiming the Past, Reframing the
Future of the Church, by M. Rex Miller

Shaped by God’s Heart: The Passion and Practices of Missional
Churches, by Milfred Minatrea
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The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to Reach a
Changing World, by Alan J. Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk

The Ascent of a Leader: How Ordinary Relationships Develop
Extraordinary Character and Influence, by Bill Thrall, Bruce
McNicol, and Ken McElrath

Beyond Megachurch Myths: What We Can Learn from
America’s Largest Churches, by Scott Thumma and Dave
Travis

The Elephant in the Boardroom: Speaking the Unspoken
About Pastoral Transitions, by Carolyn Weese and J. Russell
Crabtree
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brian d. mclaren graduated from the University of Maryland
with degrees in English (bachelor of arts, summa cum laude,
1978; master of arts, magna cum laude, 1981). His academic
interests included medieval drama, Romantic poets, modern
philosophical literature, and the novels of Dr. Walker Percy.

After several years’ teaching and consulting in higher ed-
ucation, he left academia in 1986 to become founding pastor
of Cedar Ridge Community Church, an innovative nonde-
nominational church in the Baltimore-Washington area. The
church has grown to involve several hundred people, many of
whom were previously unchurched. In 2004, he was awarded
a doctor of divinity degree (honoris causa) from Carey Theo-
logical Seminary in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. In
2006, he retired from pastoral ministry to work full time as an
author, speaker, networker, and activist.

McLaren has been active in networking and mentoring
church planters and pastors since the mid-1980s and has as-
sisted in the development of several new churches. He is a
popular speaker for campus groups and retreats and a frequent
guest lecturer at seminaries and conferences, nationally and

The Author
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internationally. His public speaking covers a broad range of
topics, including postmodernism, biblical studies, evangelism,
apologetics, leadership, global mission, church growth, church
planting, art and music, pastoral survival and burnout, inter-
religious dialogue, ecology, and social justice.

McLaren's first book, The Church on the Other Side:
Doing Ministry in the Postmodern Matrix (Zondervan, 1998,
rev. 2000), has been recognized as a primary portal into the
current conversation about postmodern ministry. His second
book, Finding Faith (Zondervan, 1999), is a contemporary
apologetic, written for thoughtful seekers and skeptics. His
third book, A New Kind of Christian (Jossey-Bass, 2001), fur-
ther explores issues of Christian faith and postmodernity and
won Christianity Today's Award of Merit in 2002. His fourth
book, More Ready Than You Realize: Evangelism as Dance in the
Postmodern Matrix (Zondervan, 2002), presents a refreshing
approach to spiritual friendship. A Is for Abductive, written with
Leonard Sweet and Jerry Haselmeyer (Zondervan, 2002), and
Adventures in Missing the Point, written with Anthony Cam-
polo (Emergent/YS, 2003), explore theological reform in a
postmodern context. He is one of five authors of The Church
in the Emerging Culture (Emergent/YS, 2003). His 2004 re-
lease, A Generous Orthodoxy (Emergent/YS/Zondervan), is a
personal confession and has been called a "manifesto" of the
emerging church conversation.

The second release in the New Kind of Christian trilogy,
titled The Story We Find Ourselves In (Jossey-Bass, 2003), seeks
to tell the biblical story in a new context. The Last Word and
the Word After That completes this trilogy.

McLaren has written for or contributed interviews to
many periodicals, including Leadership, Sojourners, Worship
Leader, Christianity Today, and Conversations. His work has
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been featured in Christian Century, Christianity Today, and
Time, and he has appeared on numerous radio and television
broadcasts, including Larry King Live. In 2005, Time magazine
named him as one of the twenty-five most influential evangel-
icals in America. Many of his articles and other resources are
available at www.brianmclaren.net. 

He is on the international steering team and board of di-
rectors of emergent, a growing generative friendship among
missional Christian leaders (www.emergentvillage.com), and
has served on several nonprofit boards, including Sojourners
(sojo.net, where he currently serves as board chair); Off the
Map, an organization helping people cultivate a practical spiri-
tuality (off-the-map.org); International Teams (www.iteams.org),
an innovative missions organization based in Chicago; and Mars
Hill Graduate School in Seattle. He has taught at several semi-
naries, including Mars Hill Graduate School (www.mhgs.edu)
and Fuller Theological Seminary (www.fuller.edu).

McLaren is a principal in a coaching and consulting firm
called DeepShift (deepshift.org). The firm assists leaders of
churches and other charitable and social justice organizations in
dealing with a variety of change- and growth-related challenges.
His personal website and weblog (www.brianmclaren.net) pro-
vides access to numerous articles, reviews, interviews, links,
FAQs, reading lists, and other resources.

McLaren and his wife, Grace, have four children. He has
traveled extensively in Europe, Latin America, and Africa, and
his personal interests include ecology, fishing, hiking, kayak-
ing, camping, songwriting, music, art, and literature.
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A Reader’s Guide 
for A New Kind
of Christian

Timothy Keel
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there are many ways you get to know people—sharing a
common interest, surviving a crisis together, hanging out—but
I find I get to know people closest and best by working with
them. That’s how I’ve gotten to know Tim Keel.

We’ve been collaborators in the emergent conversation
(emergentvillage.com) for several years now. Tim’s a quiet guy—
not flashy, not domineering in any way. But he got my atten-
tion early on in our collaboration because of his flashes of
insight and creativity, and because his ideas and suggestions
consistently found their way to the top. For example, he in-
troduced the term “generative friendship,” which you’ll see in
all the best explanations of what the emergent conversation is
about. As soon as Tim offered the term, we all knew it ex-
pressed exactly what we had been seeking.

As we’ve been getting to know each other, I’ve been work-
ing on the New Kind of Christian trilogy. Increasingly over the
last several years people have been reading the book in groups,
and they’ve repeatedly requested reader’s guides. When Tim’s
name came up as a possible author for the guides, I couldn’t
have been more pleased.

A Note from
Brian McLaren
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Like me, Tim is at heart a pastor, leading a wonderful faith
community in Kansas City called Jacob’s Well (jacobswellchurch
.org). He knows how important it is for local congregations to
learn, think, study, and converse together. That’s what makes
him an ideal person to offer these reader’s guides—so they can
help more and more congregations engage in conversations that
lead to generative friendship. Tim and I share the belief that gen-
erative friendship can change the world. It is toward that end
that he and I continue to collaborate.

—Brian McLaren,
author (brianmclaren.net)
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brian mclaren has said that he began A New Kind of Chris-
tian with three questions:

1. Why am I not the same kind of Christian I used to be?

2. What might a new kind of Christian be like?

3. How might one become a new kind of Christian if one is 
so inclined?

After reading A New Kind of Christian, you may have the same
questions yourself. Or perhaps you need a way to process all
that you have just interacted with in order to make some sense
of it. Either way, this reader’s guide is an attempt to provide a
basic framework for your explorations, both as a guide for self-
directed learning and as fodder for discussion in groups.

You do not have to join a group to make new discoveries.
As an individual you can use this guide to help clarify your own
thinking. However, because so much of Brian McLaren’s work
is about engaging one another over matters of faith in response
to the reality of the world we live in today, I strongly urge you

259
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to undertake this challenge in community. It is my experience
that a discussion group can be a fertile ground for generating
and exploring ideas and making new connections even (and per-
haps especially) if the ideas are different from your own.

For those adventurous souls out there who choose to ex-
plore this book with others, let me offer a couple of approaches.
The first is open-ended. I suggest reading every chapter with
an eye toward these three questions:

1. What did I agree with?

2. What did I disagree with?

3. What didn’t I understand?

Obviously you can create your own variations of these ques-
tions, but the point is that they are simple, consistent, and pro-
vide an easy means of engaging one another quickly. To this
end, you might assign each of those questions a different col-
ored highlighter and as you read you can mark accordingly.
This will provide for quick and easy reference in subsequent
discussions.

The second approach is more directed and will occupy
the remainder of the reader’s guide. The questions offered here
are intended to encourage conversation and help us integrate
the content of those conversations and the ideas of these books
into the context of our lives.

In Chapter Seven of A New Kind of Christian, Neo likens evan-
gelism to dancing. He says, “You know, in a dance, no one wins
and nobody loses. Both parties listen to the music and try to
move with it.” It seems to me that throughout the book Neo
and Dan are engaged in the very kind of dancing he describes.
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Perhaps Brian McLaren has heard some unusual but familiar
music. He has invited us to dance with him as we try to catch
the tune of the gospel and begin (again and again) to move in
relation to Jesus, one another, and the world. If we are being
invited, after all, to become a new kind of Christian, then we
must be evangelized, too.
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Chapter One

1. A recurring theme throughout the book is the im-
portance of dialogue around matters of faith. Everyone seems
hungry to talk but afraid of the risks involved. Have you had
relationships that felt safe enough to talk about your struggles
and doubts regarding your faith? What made them so?

2. As the book opens, Dan is isolated; his wife is the
only person with whom he discusses his difficulties. As a pas-
tor he does not feel safe in having such dialogues with other
people and as a result, he seems to fight loneliness and anger.
Would you agree that pastors are not, to quote Neo, “regular
people”? Why or why not? Does this tension contribute to the
difficulty Dan has with self-disclosure? What risks are involved
when a person cannot be honest?

263

A Reader’s
Guide for

A New Kind of
Christian

both02.qxd  2/26/08  7:34 PM  Page 263



a reader’s guide264

3. Neo says to Dan, “Well, Reverend, it sounds like you
could use a friend.” In response to this simple invitation Dan
is overwhelmed by emotion. How does the invitation to friend-
ship change the nature of conversation? What kind of “posture”
do friends take toward one another? What postures do we nor-
mally assume when we talk about matters of faith? What do
you think it means to use a term like “posture” when talking
about how people engage each other relationally?

4. One of the hallmarks of Christianity in the modern
era is a focus on the idea of truth. At the same time there seems
to be a corresponding absence of honesty, especially when fac-
ing what we don’t know or understand. Do you agree with this
assessment? Why or why not?

5. Neo defies easy stereotyping: he is a scientist who be-
lieves firmly in evolution, and at the same time he is a commit-
ted Christian who firmly believes in God’s direct involvement
in creation. This position causes him to get flack from all sides.
Without engaging in all the technical arguments of the debate
over creation versus evolution, do you believe it is possible for
a person to hold these beliefs and still be considered a Chris-
tian? What other issues have become litmus tests or dividing
lines for Christians?

Chapter Two

1. The topic of Dan’s fear resurfaces in Chapter Two.
As a pastor, Dan always feels the pressure to be the one who
has the “answers.” Neo seems to think this is a particularly
modern sensibility, an age characterized by “debate, dialectic,
argument, and discussion.” What is the role of a leader in the
church? Do we pay pastors to be the answer-men and -women?
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What is the cost of such an approach? How might the way we
train such leaders dictate the kind of leaders we produce?

2. Sometimes a well-formulated question can be more
productive than a matter-of-fact answer, even when it is “cor-
rect.” Do you agree or disagree? Why?

3. Neo locates the greatest source of Dan’s struggle as
an issue of “immigration” from a faith shaped by the cultural
forces of modernity into the reality of the postmodern world.
After reading Neo’s ten characteristics of modernity (pp.
23–26), do you agree with his assessment that Dan is facing an
immigration problem? Have you ever struggled in the same
way? If so, how have you described your struggle to others, if
at all?

4. Neo divides the timeline of history into five eras: pre-
history, the ancient world, the medieval world, the modern
world, and the postmodern world. Have you ever considered
history in these ways? What is helpful about these classifica-
tions? Is there any danger in simplifying history in this way?

5. Consider the ten phrases introduced by Neo to de-
scribe modernity. Do you see examples of these themes in con-
temporary life, and in the church in particular? If so, where?

Chapter Three

1. As Dan journals about his response to his conver-
sation with Neo, he imagines the potential responses and ob-
jections many of his Protestant friends might have: “We’re
not modern—we’re biblical! We believe in ‘sola Scriptura’!
We follow the New Testament!” Did you have any of the
same reactions, or others? If so, which ones? What do you think
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of Dan’s analysis that the way we approach the Bible is severely
conditioned by modernity?

2. Dan wonders if he can trust God beyond his own
theological understanding. What does that mean? Is it possible?

3. Dan says, “I remember hearing a saying somewhere
that he who marries the spirit of the age is sure to be a widow
in the next.” What does that mean? Is this a good metaphor?
Why or why not? Inherent in this quote is an assumption that
there is a context-free position from which to assess the age
in which one lives. Is there such a place? This quote also
seems to imply, albeit subtly, that the preferable position from
which to engage the world we inhabit is a place free of com-
mitment and risk. Again, is there such a place, and if so, is it
even desirable?

4. Reread the journal entry from September 7 (p. 36).
Dan highlights the differences between how we live and use
language within the church (within a largely modern frame-
work) and how we live and use language outside the church
(the postmodern world). Do you agree there is a “disconnect”
between how we talk about reality and how we live in reality?
If so, where do you see the discrepancies?

5. The chapter ends with Dan sitting on a panel next
to a prominent Christian thinker and leader for whom he has
a great deal of respect. When asked whether they are optimistic
or pessimistic about what they see coming in the new millen-
nium, they have very different responses. How do you recon-
cile the two different worlds these people describe? Which story
is more resonant for you? What story do you hear told more
frequently in Christian circles? Why do you think this is so?

6. Reflect on and respond to the Native American
dream catcher hanging by the cross.
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7. Compare Dan’s posture from Chapter One to Chap-
ter Three. What has changed? Has your posture changed, and
if so, how?

Chapter Four

1. At the philosophical heart of this book is the issue of
worldviews, or how cultures create mental maps that function
as working models of reality. Neo describes the transition from
modernity to postmodernity by likening it to the last major
worldview transition: from the medieval world to the modern
one. Why is it helpful to compare our situation to another as
we try to understand our present context?

2. Neo lists seven major factors that contributed to the
shift from a medieval world to a modern world (pp. 43–44).
Review the broader general categories and the specific event
within each category that were transformational for the me-
dieval world. Consider how each of these events are significant
individually, and taken together, how they altered people’s un-
derstanding of “reality.”

3. Neo also identified recent events that fit the seven
transitional categories (pp. 44–46). Can you think of other
specific events of recent years that fit these categories? Why
are each of these events significant individually, and taken to-
gether, how are they altering our understanding of our own
“reality”?

4. Dan is distracted by something Neo says during his
talk. He is reminded of a time when one of his theological he-
roes was criticized, specifically the work of Francis Schaeffer
as he sought to articulate “the Christian worldview.” Why is
Neo suspicious of such grand aims as Schaeffer’s?
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5. Neo enlists the ideas of C. S. Lewis to illustrate “. .
. how one’s subjective posture affects what one sees and ‘knows
objectively.’” What does that mean? Neo’s words work to warn
us of what Lewis later termed “chronological snobbery,” that
is, the temptation to think that because something is chrono-
logically more recent, its claims to truth and goodness are auto-
matically of greater value. Is this a significant point? How is
modernity guilty of chronological snobbery? How can Lewis’s
words challenge us in this discussion?

6. Neo concludes by challenging his young audience to
get busy building a new ship rather than trying to keep the old
one afloat. Do you agree with this? Why or why not?

Chapter Five

1. One student expresses doubt about the significance of
the changes Neo describes. Is Neo guilty of what this student sees
as every generation’s tendency to perceive itself as living in a piv-
otal age of historic change and exaggerated importance? Is this
another example of Lewis’s notion of “chronological snobbery”?
(See Chapter Four questions for an explanation of “chronologi-
cal snobbery.”) Discuss Neo’s distinction between change and
transition. Can you think of specific examples of each?

2. A young woman asks Neo if he is scared by all the
talk of change. While affirming the dangers inherent in times
of transition, Neo wonders aloud about the danger of simulta-
neously upholding the status quo. What are the risks of mov-
ing forward? What are the risks of maintaining the status quo?
Are there other options? What might those be?

3. Even though she couches her question in humor, the
same young woman seems more concerned with what she calls
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“major heresy.” Heresy is a loaded and powerful word that can
change the entire tone of a conversation by instilling fear. The
word heresy is derived from the Greek word hairesis and means
“to choose for oneself.” It has come to mean departure from ac-
cepted or orthodox dogma, or teaching. What has Neo said that
makes the young woman fear heresy? Is the word heresy bandied
around too freely in Christian circles today? Why or why not?

4. In the modern era, “faith” has often come to mean
an accepted set of doctrinal affirmations about Jesus, as op-
posed to a way of being or behaving in response to Jesus. Do
you agree with this assessment?

5. Neo confesses that he believes the Holy Spirit is with
us, as Jesus promised, and is leading us into a time of change
(pp. 61–62). How do you respond to Neo’s fear of lagging be-
hind the movement of Jesus and the Holy Spirit? Do you see
examples of this in the gospels or the Acts of the Apostles?
When did Jesus’ opponents and even his disciples have a diffi-
cult time keeping up with him? What were the issues and ac-
tivities that distressed them?

Chapter Six

1. In Chapter One, Dan seems intent on pigeonholing
Neo as a “liberal Episcopalian” until Neo reminds him that
“liberals can be fundamentalists, too.” In this chapter, Dan asks
Neo to distinguish between how “postmodern Christians” re-
spond to various issues, as compared to “traditional Christians.”
Neo bristles at the labels, challenging Dan about his use of lan-
guage. Why are labels so appealing? What is the function of a
label? In what ways are labels part of modernity? Why is Neo
so wary of them? What are the alternatives to labels?
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2. Neo contends all the debate in the church takes place
on a line. In this mode of debate, the issue becomes finding the
right point on that line and defending it. What does he mean
that all debate takes place on a line? Is Neo right to assert that
point-defending is pointless? Why or why not? What points
have you defended or do you feel compelled to defend? What
has the result been? This mode of debate can also lead to a view
that those to the right of us are fundamentalists and everyone
to our left, liberals. Do you agree or disagree?

3. According to Dan, one of the biggest “points” of de-
bate is the Bible, especially between “conservatives” and “liber-
als” (p. 69). Characterize the caricatures of conservative and
liberal debates about and approaches to the Bible (pp. 69–70).
How does Neo put context around these approaches?

4. Dan states that the Bible is the foundation for every-
thing and that liberals sift and sort through the Bible picking
and choosing that which suits them. Neo’s response is not to
disagree but to point out that evangelicals do the same thing.
Thus the argument, according to Neo, is less about the Bible
and more about the superiority of one grid over another. How
do you respond to that?

5. Neo refers to the use of the Bible to defend slavery in
the nineteenth century. How would you respond to the ques-
tion, “How are you sure that some of your ironclad interpreta-
tions today aren’t similarly fueling injustice?” What could
posterity judge Christians today with justifying or “overlooking”?

6. Issues of authority are enormous in Neo and Dan’s
conversations. Neo says that conservatives look at the Bible the
way medieval Catholics looked at the church and the Pope: in-
fallible, inerrant, and absolutely authoritative. He claims that
liberals approach the Scriptures as a dated collection of artifacts
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that, while inspiring, are not authoritative. Why is the issue of
authority so problematic? Respond to Neo’s question: “What
if the issue isn’t a book that we interpret with amazing creativ-
ity but rather the will of God, the intent of God, the desire of
God, the wisdom of God—maybe we could say the kingdom
of God?”

7. Neo says that approaching the Bible as the story of
God and his people is better than the “answer book” ap-
proach. Do you agree? What do we risk losing when we relin-
quish the answer-book approach?

Chapter Seven

1. For Dan, and for the majority of evangelical Protes-
tants, the Bible is foundational to the faith of Christianity.
While affirming the centrality of the Scriptures, Neo questions
the value of using a word or metaphor like foundation to ade-
quately express the role of the Bible and what is contained
therein. Summarize the difference between the building or
foundation image and the web image for describing the role of
the Bible in Christian thought and practice.

2. In questioning the adequacy of the foundational
metaphor, Neo seems to undermine Dan’s faith. Is there a dan-
ger in having a faith that rests on merely one foundation (such
as the Bible, authority, or an interpretive scheme)? How might
a faith that is built on one foundation crumble when that foun-
dation is challenged? Have you seen or experienced such a
crumbling of faith?

3. In talking about the factors that contribute to a sta-
ble faith, Neo points to the historical figure of John Wesley who
emphasized Scripture, tradition, reason, and spiritual experience
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(now known as Wesley’s quadrangle). What has been the foun-
dation of your faith? How has that expressed itself in your life?

4. What does Neo mean when he asks, “What if in-
stead of reading the Bible, you let the Bible read you?”

5. Neo engages Dan in a little thought experiment by
asking him to describe the postures of a scientist and a detec-
tive toward a subject in their given fields. Are these similar to
postures we have taken toward the Bible? What do you think
of Neo’s suggestion that we approach Scripture in a way anal-
ogous to how a teenage boy approaches a teenage girl? What
other analogies might we use?

6. Dan asks Neo a rapid-fire set of questions about see-
ing the Bible as story (p. 83). How would you reply to Dan’s
questions? What is the story? What is the difference between
getting the story and getting answers? Is there really a differ-
ence between a story and an answer?

7. Neo says he “. . . found the pastorate a pretty hard
place to be a growing, thinking, honest Christian.” Reread his
reason for leaving professional ministry (pp. 84–85). What does
this say about our expectations for leaders? Are there any correla-
tions between how we treat the Bible as a modern text and the
expectations we place on leaders? If so, what are they?

Chapter Eight

1. Several times in the course of this discussion about
other religions Dan gets aggressive, hostile, and ultimately vio-
lent. Why does this topic provoke such strong reactions from
Dan? Neo tells Dan he feels like “. . . we just switched gears
from two friends talking sincerely and openly to a kind of in-
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quisition.” Have you ever experienced this? What were you dis-
cussing? What was the result?

2. “Dan, when it comes to other religions, the challenge
in modernity was to prove that we’re right and they’re wrong.
But I think we have a different challenge in postmodernity. The
question isn’t so much whether we’re right but whether we’re
good.” What does Neo mean by this? Do you agree that this is
an important challenge for Christians? Why or why not?

3. Does this distinction between right and good set up
a false dichotomy, or have Christians been so far on the “right”
side of the continuum that there must be a corrective swing?
Do people who are not Christians view Christianity as a force
for good in the world? Why or why not? Is this fair? What has
your experience been?

4. Neo defines truth as more than mere factual accu-
racy; rather, he suggests, truth is ultimately being in sync with
God. This presents an issue for Dan, who sees evangelism as
trying to convince people of the truth (that is, the factual ac-
curacy of our information about God). Do you agree that in
the modern era, Christian evangelism has largely been about
convincing people of the truth?

5. Neo suggests that evangelism is more dance than
conquest or argument. How does the dance image work for
you? How do you respond to Neo’s description of some evan-
gelism as “assault”?

6. How do you respond to Neo’s view of other religions?

7. Neo relates the story of a conversation with a Jewish
man who was very hostile to the Christian faith due to his ex-
periences of persecution. Dan asks if Neo felt obligated to de-
fend the faith to this man. What do you make of this whole
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encounter? How do you react if you are the Jewish man in the
story? How do you react to Dan’s impulse to “defend the faith”?
What about Neo’s decision to model a different kind of Chris-
tianity for the Jewish man? Neo says, “Christianity isn’t salva-
tion . . . the good news is.” He later elaborates: “I believe Jesus
is the Savior, not Christianity.” How do you respond to these
statements?

8. Why do you think Dan responds so intensely at the
end of this chapter?

Chapter Nine

1. Carol confesses to Dan that she has been praying for
him, telling God that Dan’s questing for truth is a function of
his love for God. She says to God, “If he didn’t love you, if he did-
n’t love the truth so much, he would just play the game, just ful-
fill the role . . . he is suffering because he really wants the truth.”
Carol suggests that Dan could actually be “falling into God,” not
falling away. Do you think Carol’s assessment of the source of
Dan’s struggles is accurate? How might a time of doubt and in-
tense questioning result in a person’s “falling into God”?

2. Part of Dan’s suffering comes from the real-life im-
plications attached to his role as a pastor, where changes in the-
ology have serious ramifications. What are some of the
ramifications pastors and other leaders face when they begin to
engage in dialogues about changes in theology? Should these
concerns overshadow (in this instance) Dan’s search for truth?
How difficult might it be to live in this tension?

3. As Dan, Carol, and Neo discuss “organized religion”
the topic naturally shifts to culture. On each end of the reli-
gious spectrum are ways of engaging with culture. One way is
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to accommodate or serve the culture on its own terms; the
other way is to completely disengage from the dominant cul-
ture and set up a subculture. Neo says that religion, Christian-
ity specifically, is not a matter of “. . . private comfort or
political power. It’s a matter of revolutionary mission” (p. 105).
What does Neo mean by that? Can you think of examples of
Christianity as private comfort and political power? Have you
ever experienced Christianity as revolutionary mission?

4. How do you respond to the story of the Ugandan
dancers and the Native American pastors? Has exposure to an-
other culture ever caused you to question some of your under-
lying assumptions about what is essential and what is cultural?

5. Reread the story (pp. 109–111) that leads up to Dan’s
statement: “Wouldn’t it be ironic if, in the name of Christ, we
try to conserve and preserve the very same native cultures in the
twenty-first century that we tried to wipe out in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries?” How do you respond to this idea?

6. Neo says that Buddhism is more than a culte; Bud-
dhism is also a culture. He goes on to suggest that Jesus can in-
vade a culture (Buddhist, for example) and spark a new and
authentic expression of Christianity. How might an expression of
Christianity from a Buddhist or Islamic culture challenge a West-
ern European version of Christianity? Is this already happening?

7. Carol and Dan worry about syncretism, that is, blend-
ing pure Christianity with pagan elements. Neo replies that “. . .
syncretism is usually what Christians who are thoroughly im-
mersed in one culture talk about when Christianity is being in-
fluenced by other cultures.” Is there such a thing as “pure
Christianity”? How does Neo suggest that the church can en-
gage culture and avoid losing its identity through syncretism?
Do you think he is being overly optimistic? Do you see other
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ways the church can both maintain its identity and engage in
mission in the midst of conforming cultural forces?

Chapter Ten

1. Discussing the nature of the Bible in Chapter Seven,
Neo distinguishes between the Bible as a book of answers and
the Bible as the story of God and his people. In this chapter he
clarifies further, stating that he was raised to believe that the
central story of the Bible is the saving of individual souls. What
does he mean by that? Is your experience similar to Neo’s? Is
there an alternative story in the Bible, or even a different un-
derstanding of what salvation is? If so, what might it be?

2. Neo identifies several issues that are problematic for
the view of salvation he was raised under: it is too selfish, it is
too preoccupied with the individual, and its scope is all too
otherworldly. What is missing, according to Neo, in this view
of salvation? Do you agree or disagree? How might the mod-
ern culture of the West, with all that it emphasizes, produce
such a view of salvation?

3. Neo articulates a more holistic and encompassing
view of salvation: while affirming the spiritual and eternal as-
pects of salvation, he proposes that it has physical and tempo-
ral dimensions as well. Is there a danger associated with a view
of salvation that emphasizes only the spiritual and eternal?
What about the opposite extreme? Can you think of examples
of these views in different theological traditions? Do you agree
that the biblical view of salvation is comprehensive of both?

4. If we are to have a different, more holistic, and com-
prehensive view of salvation, Neo asserts that we must have a
better understanding of the kingdom of God and how the
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church relates to the kingdom. What is the kingdom of God?
Is it different than the church? What are some of the
metaphors Jesus used to describe the kingdom?

5. Some Christians believe the church equals the king-
dom. Others disassociate the two completely. Neo again pro-
poses a third option, an alternative to what he sees as two
unacceptable choices. What is Neo’s third version? How is it
consonant or dissonant with some of the metaphors Jesus uses
to describe the kingdom?

6. Dan has to know: “Do you believe that people of
other religions will go to heaven?” Neo responds by giving Dan
a tape of a sermon he preached, called “Death.” Do you think
Neo is proposing that heaven and hell are the same place? Why
or why not? What would be the effect of believing that God is
like Aslan as pictured in the C. S. Lewis story at the end of
Neo’s sermon?

Chapter Eleven

1. When Neo rants that the Bible is not “biblical” in
the way that Dan’s critics are using it (p. 136), what does he
mean? Do you agree? Do you agree that evocative language
must be used to discuss spiritual realities? Why or why not?
Can you think of examples of evocative language (or behavior)
in the Bible that would be scandalous to Christians today?
How has modernity limited the kind of language available for
spiritual conversations?

2. Dan likes Neo’s sermon on death but can’t imagine
preaching it himself. He makes the observation that people are
comfortable reading C. S. Lewis in their homes but are less com-
fortable when his ideas and approach are taken into the pulpit.
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Why do you think this is the case? Does Lewis’s use of story
make hard ideas more palatable? Why might this be so? How
does this parallel Jesus’ approach?

3. “Why do you think that church people get so tense,
so inflexible?” Dan asks Neo. Is this a true or fair description
of “church people” in your experience? Why or why not?

4. What is lost when certainty and safety become the
chief concerns for Christians and churches? What happens
when faith is sanitized? Do you agree with Dan that fear of
“heresy and sin creeping into the camp” is a legitimate concern?
Why or why not?

5. How would you answer Dan’s question: “How do we
remain open and accepting of people without compromising
and condoning sin?” How does the messiness of people play-
ing by different sets of rules (p. 138) mirror, in Neo’s opinion,
the first-century church?

6. Neo says the contemporary understanding of sin is
truncated (p. 142). What does he mean by this? According to
Neo, what is dangerous about a modern understanding of sin (pp.
143–145)? Do you agree? How do you respond to Neo’s desire
to include the social, or systemic, nature of sin in the discussion?

7. Neo distinguishes righteousness from goodness. What
do you make of this distinction? How does the righteousness
Neo describes as modern differ from the righteousness de-
scribed by Jesus in the story of the Good Samaritan?

Chapter Twelve

1. At the bar, in the parking lot, and at the soccer
game, Dan is amazed at the ease with which Neo engages
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people who are not Christians. Neo admits that at an earlier
time in his life, whenever he was with people from outside
the church he was tense. “There was always this threat in the
air—either I was going to be pulled down by their bad be-
havior, or else I was going to judge them and preach to
them.” Have you felt this tension? How have you resolved it?
Is there any irony in the contrast between Jesus’ apparent
comfort among those his culture labeled “unclean” and the
difficulty his followers seem to have around “sinners”?

2. Compare and contrast the way the phrase born-again
is understood and used today with how Neo describes its
meaning in the context of a first century conversation between
Jesus and a Pharisee named Nicodemus. Do you agree that the
term born-again Christian has an overwhelmingly negative con-
notation to people who aren’t Christians? If so, why do you
think this is the case?

3. In contrast to modernity, which stresses abstract
principles and universal concepts, Neo talks about the need for
postmodern theology to reincarnate, that is, to rediscover the
importance of language, setting, and context in conveying
meaning. Describe the context and setting of the first century,
according to Neo, and why the language of the “kingdom of
God” and the “kingdom of heaven” was so explosive. What
kinds of images and creative language might be used to de-
scribes God’s work in the world today? Would such language
be as potent for Christians today as it was for first-century re-
ligious people? If not, why not?

4. When asked to summarize how he would describe
the gospel to someone, Neo emphasizes the importance of in-
troducing a person to the church so that they can experience
Christian community. Have you ever thought of this as an in-
tegral part of the gospel? Do you agree that it is? Why or why
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not? Is integration with a local church an essential part of be-
coming a Christian?

5. Why does Dan react so strongly to Neo’s presenta-
tion of “the kingdom of God”?

6. What is the difference between counting conversions
and counting conversations? Do you agree that people are sick
of Christian sales pitches and formulas? Neo believes that
“friendship evangelism” is just another version of these manip-
ulative strategies. Do you agree? Why or why not?

Chapter Thirteen

1. Dan notes that when he and Neo are forced to com-
municate via e-mail it changes their relationship in a surprising
way: “as soon as he was so physically distant, we seemed to get
closer.” Have you ever experienced this? In Chapter Four, Neo
lists how major changes in technology, specifically in commu-
nications technology, alter the nature of the world in which we
live. Do you see the interconnectedness of the world changing
our perceptions of reality? How are developments in commu-
nications technology changing the nature of our relationships?

2. According to Neo, for any kind of Christianity to be
valuable it must engage the financial realities of our lives: “if
we can’t discipline ourselves to learn the joys of generous liv-
ing, I think we’re an embarrassment to the gospel.” In a culture
that is awash in individualism and consumerism, why is gen-
erosity so radical and necessary? Why does Dan continue to
push aside the issue of money? Is Neo right to be concerned?

3. Neo writes about Christian institutions and media
ministries being captive to money. What does he mean by this?
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Do you agree? If so, where have you seen examples of this cap-
tivity? Is Neo right when he asserts that this captivity keeps
these Christian organizations from being able to respond to the
reality of our world? Why do appeals to fear generate revenue
for ministries?

4. Dan comments that he fears his thinking is shrinking
back to where it was prior to his relationship with Neo. Is this a
legitimate concern? How does learning stimulate more learning?

5. In helping Neo deal with his crisis, Dan discovers
Neo’s “secret” life: generosity. Why does Neo believe that the
spiritual practices done in secret are so crucial? How is the
public practice of Christianity dangerous for those “up front,”
like professional clergy? Can you think of any warnings from
the Bible that mirror these concerns? What practices does
Neo recommend in light of this? Do you know of or practice
others?

6. How do you respond to Neo’s observation that many
of our Christian disciplines have been practiced in isolation
from creation? There has been a rise in traditions (Celtic Chris-
tianity) and religions (Buddhism, New Age) that emphasize the
physical nature of what it means to be human in relationship to
God. How has modernity helped shape a Christian spirituality
that is at best ambivalent, and at worst hostile, toward creation?

7. Neo reinterprets Dan’s most meaningful spiritual
experiences in light of ancient practices. Reread Neo’s re-
sponse to Dan’s last e-mail and discuss how we might develop,
in Dan’s words, “. . . a more holistic, balanced spirituality in
people . . . without a boatload of guilt.” How might Neo’s call
for a more communal understanding of spiritual formation
and his reinterpretations of Dan’s experiences contribute to
this opportunity?

both02.qxd  2/26/08  7:34 PM  Page 281



a reader’s guide282

Chapter Fourteen

1. Neo claims that religious television is “pretty weird
stuff ” and finds Dan’s tribe of evangelical Christians abnor-
mally fixated on hell. Do you agree with Neo’s assessment that
there is an abnormal fixation on hell within some Christian
subcultures? He later observes that in his research of the sub-
ject, he has come across authors who seem to delight in the as-
sertion that most people will be eternally damned, and he
appears to think this “tone” is all wrong. What is he getting at
with that comment? Do you agree? Does the manner in which
Christians communicate speak as powerfully as the content of
the communication?

2. Summarize Neo’s description of the various doctrines
of salvation and eternal destiny: universalism, exclusivism, in-
clusivism, and pluralism/ relativism. Contrast them with Neo’s
concept of “predicamentalism.” What do you make of Neo’s con-
viction that the position “above the line” in this discussion of
hell is that it’s “none of our business” who goes there? Why
does he say this? What is his suggested alternative?

3. Neo throws down the gauntlet when he says that the
way modern evangelicals use the word saved is unbiblical. Is
getting souls into heaven the focal point of the gospel? Why or
why not? How is this view of the soul more characteristic of
Platonism than Christianity (p. 184)? Do you agree that God
is concerned with saving the whole world?

4. Neo asks Dan a series of direct questions that are
worth considering. Do you think that God would want a
heaven filled with people who care more about being saved
from hell than saved from sin? Who care more about getting
into heaven than being good? Who care more about having
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their sins forgiven than being good neighbors? How does Neo’s
description of this active, engaged, and “worldly” faith mirror
the description of faith found in James 2:14–19?

5. What does Dan mean when he states that heaven is
a by-product, not the main point (p. 188)? Reread Neo’s tech-
nology metaphor that compares how a computer “saves” data
with what it might mean for people to be saved (p. 186). How
effective is this analogy?

6. Compare and contrast what it means to be “saved for
privilege” versus being “saved for service.” Dan describes his
dream for his church: “. . . that it would increasingly become
a community of communities, a place full of little ‘villages of
Christ’ where people really connect, really care, really make
their faith visible through love. A place where we help people
believe and become by helping them belong.” Have you ever
experienced a church community like the one Dan describes?
How does such a community cut across the grain of an indi-
vidual-centered faith?

Chapter Fifteen

1. Neo discovers, with amazing force and clarity, that
he is being pulled back into the pastorate. Throughout A New
Kind of Christian, Neo has been a blessing and benefit for Dan
in his struggles. How has Dan played that same role for Neo?

2. Besides Dan’s influence, what else contributes to
Neo’s desire to return to pastoral ministry?

3. What is it about the work of pioneering that makes it
so demanding, and as a result, so exhausting? Is pioneering neces-
sarily a solitary task? If so, why? If not, how might communities

both02.qxd  2/26/08  7:34 PM  Page 283



a reader’s guide284

of people pioneer into this new territory? What qualities would
such a community have to possess to go on this journey together?

4. After Dan speaks to a group of young adults, one
woman confesses that hearing him speak was a very emotional ex-
perience for her: “. . . whenever I get to know individual non-
Christians—I mean really get to know them—I am completely
convinced that I find God already there and at work in their lives.”
Is she right that Christianity doesn’t own God? Compare what she
says to Dan with Jesus’ description to Nicodemus of the ministry
of the Holy Spirit (John 3:8). Are there any similarities? Have
you ever had an experience like that of this young woman?

5. Reread Dan’s description of his two alternatives as
he looks to his future and his decision to take a riskier third
option (p. 203). Where are you on this journey? Do you have
any sense of being called to explore terra nova? How might
Dan’s three alternatives be expressed in your life?

Chapter Sixteen

1. The chapter opens with Dan asking himself, “What
have I gotten myself into?” He likens his decision and the way
he feels about it to his decision to marry Carol. How does a
marriage commitment mirror Dan and Carol’s decision to stay
connected to Potomac Community Church in a new way?
How does commitment change the nature of relationship with
another human being as well as with a community of people?

2. For the first fifteen chapters of the book, we eaves-
drop on a conversation between Neo and a white, middle-aged
male pastor from a modern, evangelical Protestant church.
Casey is a young, female African American youth pastor from
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a high church tradition. Does the nature of this conversation
change at all when the person is of a different gender, age, race,
and tradition? Why or why not? Respond to Neo’s description
to Casey of Dan’s meltdown. Did your perspective change
when hearing it related from a different point of view?

3. Casey wants to move on from youth ministry into
ministry to adults. Neo says, “. . . working with teenagers is
generally more important and more strategic than working
with adults.” What would lead Neo to say this? Do you agree
or disagree? What is appealing about working with adults?

4. As she considers changing the focus of her ministry,
Casey is compelled to continue her education. Neo is tentative
about recommending seminaries, however. Neo believes that
most seminaries work on a modern model and are more able to
prepare students for ministry in the 1940s, not 2040. List the
reasons seminaries are ill-equipped to deal with the kind of ed-
ucation needed to train leaders for ministry in 2040 (pp. 208,
209, 215). Describe Neo’s vision for a new kind of seminary.

5. Describing the difficulty of transitioning a church
from a traditional, modern framework to a postmodern, mis-
sional framework, Neo employs some pretty sobering statistics
(p. 211). Have you ever been a part of an organization that has
undergone significant change? What was that experience like?
Did the organization survive the transition? Is it easier to start
over from scratch?

6. Neo lists several options leaders have when facing
change. First, he says, you can scare people or inspire them. Sec-
ond, you can move incrementally or innovatively. Third, you
can seek to minimize or maximize discontinuity. Explain what
Neo means by each of these distinctions. Are these options
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mutually exclusive or is there a third, higher way of operating
“above the line”?

7. Reread Neo’s quote about “Nobodies” who change
the world (pp. 214–215). Do you agree that those on the mar-
gins initiate the leap into terra nova? Does his thesis about
“Somebodies” and “Nobodies” inspire or frighten you? As it re-
lates to the subject of this book, are you a “Somebody” or a
“Nobody”?
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the story continues

In this excerpt from The Story We Find

Ourselves In, Neo and his friend Kerry,

a scientist, are hiking in the Galápagos

Islands and discussing God, evolution,

and the book of Genesis.

at this point, Kerry interrupted Neo

again. She told him about her youth

group leader, Steve, and his either-or

ultimatum about God and evolution. It

didn’t sound like Neo was a biblical lit-

eralist. How did he reconcile God and

evolution?

Neo laughed. “Kerry, believe me, I’ve been in a lot of debates

about all of this back in my career as a teacher. Back in the early ’90s

. . . well, that’s another story for another time. Let me just answer

your question. I think that the literalism of many of my fellow believ-

ers is silly. I don’t mean them any offense, and I’m sure many of my

opinions are no less silly than theirs. But still . . .”

Kerry replied, “Well, to me, believing in God at all seems pretty

silly sometimes. Why does their literalism seem sillier to you than

your own belief?”

This section of the climb just below the rim was the steepest

yet. Neo needed another rest. Finding a chair-sized rock, black,

porous, obviously volcanic, Neo sat, beads of sweat forming on his

coffee-brown forehead, and leaned forward with his elbows on his

knees. He took a couple of deep breaths and continued talking. “All

my own silliness aside, do they imagine God literally saying, ‘Let

there be light’? In what language? Hebrew? Latin or Arabic maybe?

Or maybe English, but if so, which accent—American, English,

Aussie, or Jamaican? And where did the air come from to propagate

the sound waves for God’s literal words; and for that matter, where do

the vocal cords come from for God to say those words? And as for the
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business of the six days, assuming that you’re not a flat-earther, you

have to acknowledge that when it’s day on one side of the globe, it’s

night on the other. So when Genesis says that the first day begins and

ends, from whose vantage point does it mean—Sydney, Australia, or

Greenwich, England?”

Kerry laughed and said, “You’re being very wicked.”

Neo replied, “Actually, St. Augustine raised some of those kinds

of questions long before I did. He too was bugged by Christians who

seemed to be know-it-alls. But please don’t misunderstand, Kerry.

Like the staunchest literalist, I believe in the story of Genesis, but I

think I believe it more in the way that ancient Semitic nomads hud-

dled in their blankets around a winter fire would have believed it, as

they told it and retold it, generation to generation, feeling the poetic

rhythms—‘and there was evening and there was morning, a second

day, a third day, a fourth day . . .’ I believe in it as a story that gives

us something so much more important than textbook-style so-called

objective facts and newspaper-style information—two things that we

moderns value far more highly than our ancestors did. For me, it is a

story that gives us in-formation . . . a story that forms us in-wardly

with truth and meaning—something that we moderns seem to value

far less highly than our ancestors did.”

“So, Neo,” Kerry interjected, “you see it as a myth, right? It’s

just another creation myth.”

Neo replied, “No, no, no. I didn’t say that. In fact, the more I

interact with the story, the less I want to carve it down to fit in any

modern categories, whether ‘myth’ or ‘fact.’ And I certainly don’t

want to reduce it with a just into anything less than fact. No, Kerry,

to me, it’s far more than ‘just myth’ or ‘just fact.’ To me, it’s the

beginning of the story we find ourselves in, right here and right now.”

As he said those last words, with one hand he patted the rock he was

sitting on, and he lifted the other hand in a sweeping gesture. Kerry

shook her head, whether in disagreement or frustration or just from

being overwhelmed, neither she nor Neo could tell for sure.
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how it ends

In this excerpt from The Last Word

and the Word After That, Dan Poole

is once again facing doubts and ques-

tions about his faith and his future in

the church.

my sense of equilibrium was shaken

on a snowy Saturday afternoon in late

January 2003.

My daughter, Jess, a second-

semester freshman at College Park,

Maryland, had come home from col-

lege for the weekend. She said she

wanted to do her laundry and enjoy

some of Carol’s home cooking. College food, she said, was boring and

was making her fat. But on Saturday afternoon, she made it clear that

she had another reason for the early-semester visit. She sat down at

the dining room table where I was working on a puzzle, a favorite

hobby of mine since childhood and a hobby to which I had turned

on Saturdays since I didn’t have a sermon waiting to be touched up.

“What’s up, Jess?” I asked, not looking up from my welter of pieces.

“Can we talk for a minute, Dad?” she asked. “It’s something serious.”

At “serious,” my head snapped up; I felt a rush of internal alarm and

my thoughts raced from pregnancy to drugs to depression to bad

grades. I nodded, feigning calm. You would think I might feel

relieved when she said, “It’s about God, Dad, and my ability to keep

believing in him, or her, or whatever. It’s my faith—I think I’m losing

it.” The internal panic that flushed through my soul at that moment

was no less strong than it would have been if she had said, “I’m preg-

nant,”or “It’s cocaine,” or “I can’t stop thinking about driving off a

bridge,” or whatever.

I swallowed, nodded again: “OK. Tell me more,” those four

words being the best summary of what I’ve learned about both par-

enting and pastoral counseling through the years.
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“Here’s the problem,” she said. “If Christianity is true, then

all the people I love except for a few will burn in hell forever. But

if Christianity is not true, then life doesn’t seem to have much mean-

ing or hope. I wish I could find a better option. How do you deal

with this?”

My daughter’s question stabbed me more painfully than I can

adequately explain. She had found the Achilles’ heel, so to speak, of

my own theology, and with that one simple question, I felt something

snap in me. No, it didn’t snap: it softened, like a floor joist weakened

by termites or dry rot. It sagged and crumbled and broke in stages

over the days and weeks to come.

I had generally avoided the subject of hell in my preaching over

the years, touching on it only when necessary and even then doing so

as gently as possible. Whenever anyone asked me about hell, I’d give

my best, most orthodox answer, but I’d secretly think, “I’ll bet they

won’t buy it.” If they did, I was surprised, because if I were on their

side of the table, investigating orthodoxy from the outside instead of

defending it from within, my answers would not have sufficed.

Anyway, as parents learn to do—and pastors too—I hid my

panic and smiled with a kind of reassuring parental smile.

I tried to help Jess that Saturday afternoon by telling her about

“inclusivism,” an alternative to the “exclusivist” view she was unhappy

with. While exclusivism limited eternal life in heaven to bona fide,

confessing Christians, inclusivism kept the door open that others

could be saved through Christ even if they never identified as

Christians. That seemed to help. After maybe twenty minutes of con-

versation, the buzzer on the dryer sounded, and she thanked me and

went off to pack her warm, dry clothes in her duffel bag while I sat

there pretending to keep working on my puzzle. I had a feeling she’d

be back with more questions before long.

She was—later that night. “Can I ask you another theological

question?” she asked, plopping down on the couch next to me. I hit

the mute button on the TV remote, and she said that she still wasn’t

satisfied with inclusivism. It might get a few more people into heaven

than exclusivism, but how did I deal with the fact that even one per-
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son could be tortured for an infinity of time for a finite number of

sins? I again put on my parental face, and this time I told her how a

finite being’s offense against an infinite God is an infinite offense,

which she didn’t buy and I didn’t push because I myself couldn’t

imagine a biblical writer using that kind of argument. Then I told her

about “conditionalism,” the idea that hell is temporary and leads to

extinction rather than eternal torment, another minority opinion in

Christian theology regarding hell, which helped her a bit more, but

only until the next morning.

When I came downstairs for breakfast at about 7 A.M., she was

brewing some coffee and picked up the conversation as if neither of

us had ever left it.

“So Dad,” she said, pouring a cup for each of us, “I still couldn’t

sleep with your answer. It kept churning in my mind all night. I keep

asking myself, what’s the point of God even making the world if so

much goes to waste? And do you think God planned to have some

people tortured forever from the very beginning? Or was hell a kind

of unexpected plan B that God couldn’t anticipate and is now stuck

with? Neither of those sounds very good, you know?”
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