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What if churches started to live like they were dying?

The Mainliner’s Survival Guide to the Post-Denominational World 
invites churches to embrace the liberating mindset of having 
nothing to lose. In the U.S., where the fastest growing religious self-
designation is “none,” the hope of the church may lie in worrying 
less about its own survival and aiming more toward living like Jesus.

“This book is a conversation changer—and maybe even a future changer. 
With grace, humor, and the occasional swift kick, Derek Penwell pulls us 
out of the vortex of doom by offering relevant historical context, brilliant 
theological insight, and realistic ideas that can energize us mainliners to get 
to work in the world as the Church.” —Peter Wallace, Producer and Host of 
the Day 1 radio program and Author of The Passionate Jesus

“In these pages, Derek Penwell manages to reverse completely the direction 
of Dante’s famous opening admonition to his own readers, for the words 
over the entryway to The Mainliner’s Survival Guide clearly read: ‘Abandon 
Despair, All You Who Enter Here.’…This is a pilgrimage worth making.” 
—Phyllis Tickle, Author of Emergence Christianity

“In this long-overdue manual Penwell offers sincere hope…by outlining the 
ways mainline denominations may be exactly what a new generation is 
looking for—if we can take up the challenge to articulate our convictions in 
new and compelling ways.” —Chris Yaw, Episcopal Priest and Founder of 
ChurchNext.tv

“This is not warm fuzzies hope; it’s ‘roll up your sleeves, there’s great stuff to 
get done’ hope.” —Philip Clayton, Claremont School of Theology, Author of 
Transforming Christian Theology 
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Introduction
The Vortex of Doom

In my first church out of seminary, I found myself in the coal country 
of Southeastern Kentucky. The coal industry, by the time I arrived, had 
experienced a serious decline. As a result, large numbers of people had 
migrated to other parts of the country in search of work. The cities and towns 
of Appalachia were beleaguered; and the city I came to was no exception. 
In fact, it was the poster child for the ravages of decline. 

Not long after I arrived, I picked up the local newspaper only to read 
the headline that, according to the latest census, my new city had the 
dubious distinction of being identified as the fastest declining city in 
the Commonwealth of Kentucky. At the same time, there arose great 
handwringing in my denomination, the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ), over the news that we were the fastest declining denomination in 
American religious life. 

The church I was to pastor had its own problems. A once-proud downtown 
mainline Protestant church, it had gotten grayer and grayer. At one point we 
went eighteen months without church school for anyone under the age of 
eighteen. Things looked dire. For a young minister fresh out of seminary, it 
felt like someone had handed me the wheel of the Titanic as it was sinking 
into the deep.

I had just been on the job a few days when Lorraine came into my office 
and said, “Preacher, you’ve come here to bury us.”

“I hope not, Lorraine.” But what I was thinking was, “I can’t afford for my 
first church to go belly up. That won’t be a career enhancer.” 

I felt mounting anxiety about the prospect of failure. I kept hearing variations 
on the same theme: “We’d better get some young people in here, or we’re 
going to die.” Inevitably these comments came from well-meaning people 
who remembered a time when First Christian bustled with activity, when 
even the wrap-around balcony was full and “You couldn’t swing a dead cat 
in church without hitting a child.” This is one of the reasons they sought a 
young minister: They thought that maybe a young minister could attract 
some young families.
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Fear of death hung in the air. But while things looked grim, I began having 
nagging doubts about my own disquiet. Why, I wondered to myself, 
should we continually focus on what’s wrong with us? We didn’t make the 
local economy. We didn’t cause the denominational contraction. In many 
ways, we didn’t even have a lot of control over what happened to the drop 
in membership in our own congregation—young people graduated and 
moved away in search of jobs, and the downtown suffered as businesses 
relocated out on the highway. We found ourselves in a cycle of panic and 
diminished hope that I referred to as the vortex of doom—that situation in 
which negativity builds on itself, causing a downward spiral. 

The vortex of doom threatened to consume us. It lay as a subtext beneath 
every conversation, and lurked on the periphery of every meeting as an 
unwanted guest. Our eyes betrayed our apprehension of what, we felt certain, 
awaited us in the future. I knew I couldn’t join in the public rehearsal of 
our anxieties, but in private I was just as afraid as everyone else that the 
whole thing would go belly up, and that I’d be left to explain how I took 
a historic one-hundred-year-old congregation and ran it into the ground.

So I started preaching about hope. I took every opportunity to say that we 
served a God of resurrection, a God used to raising the dead. I received a 
lot of polite smiles for my efforts. But I could tell that people were only 
attempting to save me from my mounting discouragement without releasing 
the grip on their own. 

I realize now how difficult it must have been for them to try to protect 
me from the corrosiveness of the despair that had settled on us. Seeing a 
different future from the one that threatens to undo you takes a robust 
imagination—and the first casualty of despair is imaginative thinking.

Then one day, after reading about how a cancer patient in hospice care 
began to take trips she thought she would never take and try things she’d 
never had the courage to try, it struck me: The prospect of death need not 
necessarily imprison us; it could, if we were able to shift our thinking, 
liberate us. It could free us from the burden of our own expectations about 
what churches are supposed to look like, and let us live whatever life we 
had left with holy abandon. 

At a particularly grim elders’ meeting, after I announced that we wouldn’t 
be hosting a vacation Bible school that summer because we had neither the 
children nor the volunteers, someone started wondering out loud again 
about how much longer we were going to be around. 
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I finally got tired of all the fear and anxiety. I said, “Here are a few Bibles. 
Look toward the back at Paul’s letters. Do you see all of those churches? 
Ephesus. Philippi. Colossae. Do you know what they’re up to nowadays? 
Heard any inspiring stories about new family life centers at First Church 
Philippi? Anything about new soup kitchens at First Church Colossae? Any 
rumors about bold new youth ministry models at First Church Ephesus?”

Silence. Then someone spoke up and said, “I don’t even know if any of 
those churches are still around.”

Channeling acerbic theologian Stanley Hauerwas, I said, “Exactly. So, let’s 
concede that God has killed off better churches than we’re ever going to be, 
and quit worrying about it. Instead of fretting over whether we’re heading 
for the junk heap, why don’t we just put the pedal down and see what this 
old thing can do. If it blows up, well, it was on its way out anyway. If it 
catches life, though, just think what God could do with it. But the point is 
that this is God’s church, not ours. Why don’t we start concentrating on the 
work of faithful ministry, and let God worry about where the finish line is?”

I’d love to be able to say that things took a sharp turn toward the better 
after that elders meeting, but I wouldn’t be telling the truth. The truth is 
that it took a while. Handwringing is a habit that takes time and practice to 
cultivate. Learning to let go of anxiety is also a habit, one I fear the church 
has taken very little initiative to foster. And though congregations, which 
generally operate with a thinner margin for error, are especially prone to 
despondency, denominations can also find themselves fainthearted about 
the future. Protestant mainline denominations, in particular, have fallen 
on hard times over the last generation, with denominations slipping into 
their own vortex of doom.

Are We even Going to Be Around in Ten Years?
Get together with a group of mainline ministers and sooner or later 
somebody is going to say, “I’m not even sure our denomination is going 
to be here in ten years.” I’m not sure why the event horizon is always a 
round number, nor am I sure what ecclesiastical tea leaves help generate 
this number, but it seems to be a mathematical constant. 

“Ten years? Are you sure about the number?”

“Well, you know what I mean. Sooner rather than later.”

Mainline denominations typically occupy the center of discussion about 
decline—particularly decline in church membership. For years it was argued 
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that the trends indicated that liberal theology was to blame, driving members 
away. But lately, even more theologically conservative churches have 
experienced a decline in membership. The Southern Baptist Convention, a 
widely conservative denomination characterized by consistent growth during 
the period of the mainline membership slump, has just posted a third year 
of declining membership numbers.1 The latest figures for 2010 indicate that 
church membership across the board in the SBC has fallen off by 1.05%. 

My own denomination, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), has 
flailed about in uncertain waters for years. Since 1968, when the Christian 
Church restructured, officially becoming a denomination, it has lost 901,449 
members (57%) and over 2,108 congregations (36%). By comparison, 
between 1965 and 2005, the United Church of Christ lost (41%) of its 
members, while the Presbyterian Church (USA) lost 46%. And though since 
2006 the decline among Disciples has slowed considerably, losing only 1% of 
its members and .5% of its congregations, the continued downward trend has 
many Disciples worried about the long-term viability of the denomination. 

Let’s be honest, the statistical trend is frightening. Last year alone, membership 
figures for mainline denominations were down across the board: United 
Methodist Church (-1.01%), Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
(-1.96%), Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (-2.61%), Episcopal Church 
(-2.48%), American Baptist Church (-1.55%), United Church of Christ 
(-2.83%).2 Sadly, when I go to Google and type in “mainline denomination,” 
the first suggestion Google provides is “mainline denomination decline.”

Despite that bracing picture, however, I want to suggest that mainline 
denominations have great reason for hopefulness. Considering the religious 
climate of the post-Revolutionary War period, which produced or amplified 
the importance of certain mainline denominations like the Methodists and 
the Disciples, we may see similarities with our own post-denominational 
world that offer a different way from the well-worn path that leads down the 
vortex of doom. By looking to the expansion of religion in America during 
the post-Revolutionary War period, I will argue that we can begin to see 
how mainline denominations might find strength in some of the historic 
theological, ecclesiological, and even technological innovations taken up 
during that religiously desperate period to help negotiate an uncertain future. 

1Statistics from (http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html.
2African American churches that might be considered mainline denominations (AME, AME 

Zion, and CME) do not report membership data, according to the National Council of Churches. 

http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html.2AfricanAmericanchurchesthatmightbeconsideredmainlinedenominations
http://www.ncccusa.org/news/110210yearbook2011.html.2AfricanAmericanchurchesthatmightbeconsideredmainlinedenominations
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“Yeah, but are we going to be around in ten years?”

My point is: I don’t even think that’s the right way to think about it. If all 
we’ve got is ten years, then let’s use the time to do things that are so radical, 
so amazingly unthinkable that after ten years we’ll all be either so energized 
that we want to sign up for another tour, or so exhausted that we’ll all keel 
over and won’t have to worry about it anymore.

Mainline denominations are dying. If the trends hold true, as they have 
over the past forty years, we’re careening toward a post-denominational 
world—a world in which the structures that supported progressive theology, 
a social justice orientation toward faith, and institutionalized mission and 
administration is crumbling before our eyes; a world in which the printed 
media that has supported denominational ministry (publishing houses, 
curricula, magazines, journals, etc.)—over which denominations could exert 
control—is being overtaken by electronic media (ePub, blogging, social 
media)—over which denominations exert only minimal control; a world 
in which mainline cultural ascendancy and domination isn’t only a relic of 
the past, but no longer even a desirable goal for the future.

The purpose of this book, however, is not to lead cheers for the death of 
mainline denominationalism. But neither is the purpose to help mainline 
denominations hang onto dying systems just a little bit longer. My purpose 
is to help mainline denominations and their congregations get a correct read 
on the situation, embrace death as a liberation from having to “succeed,” 
and learn how to live.

After all, the gospel is first about failure and death—because it’s only losers 
and corpses who’ve got nothing left to lose. Why a people who remember 
the failure of the crucifixion and celebrate the victory of resurrection in 
the Eucharist every Sunday should have its sphincter seize up every time it 
thinks of death is beyond me.

Embrace failure as a road to success—even God did.

The Seeds of hope in an emerging World
A tendency to foster the democratically governed local church and 
to discount or oppose hierarchies and higher judicatories of the 
church, a concern for practical achievements rather than doctrinal 
purity, and a pervasive and growing disinclination for formalism in 
worship, intellectualism in theology, and otherworldly conceptions 
of piety and morality. (Ahlstrom, 382)
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To my mind, this quote captures the essence of American religious life over 
the past 40 to 50 years. Since the radical upheavals of the 1960s, American 
society in general and the church in particular have faced the reality of 
a growing distrust in institutional authority, an impulse to seek truth in 
personal experience rather than in received orthodoxies, and a move away 
from the settled and the traditional toward what is considered novel, and 
therefore, authentic. Increasingly, the church finds people seeking less 
for reliable doctrine than for authentic practice, for ways of living that 
take the present seriously without putting everything on hold until some 
eschatological future. 

“That’s us, right?”

Interestingly, the time period Sydney Ahlstrom refers to isn’t twenty-first 
century America but the period just after the Revolutionary War—the 
period that gave birth to the Second Great Awakening and the explosion 
of denominational strength among a few daring religious pioneers who 
ventured into the uncertain frontiers of the new American West.

The similarities between the revolutionary era and the post-denominational 
world we live in are striking. Ahlstrom writes, “The revolutionary era was a 
period of decline for American Christianity as a whole. The churches reached 
a lower ebb of vitality during the two decades after the end of hostilities 
than at any other time in the country’s religious history” (Ahlstrom, 365). 
Contrary to the popular picture of the Revolutionary era as a time marked by 
the religious fervor that drove the pilgrims to seek a new setting in which to 
practice their faith freely, the time following the Revolutionary War saw great 
apathy toward religion and a significant deterioration of the institutional 
church. Because of its part in helping to underwrite the imperial politics of 
Britain, the institutional church labored under the suspicions of the newly 
liberated colonials. People regularly equated ecclesiastical authority with the 
imperial authority against which the revolutionaries had fought. Kings and 
bishops sparked many of the same feelings in colonial America. 

“Kings. Bishops. Ah, they’re all fancy. We’re tired of fancy. That’s why we came 
here.”

A new sense of freedom arose during the post-Revolutionary War period. 
The realization of the “freedom from religion” became a compelling narrative. 
People, used to established religion into which everyone was born, found 
themselves not only free to choose among a variety of religious expressions 
but free to choose no religious expression at all. 
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Liberated from the politically imperial pretensions of the old world, people 
also began to understand themselves as liberated from the religiously imperial 
pretensions of that same world. Simply put, the idea that external forces 
could no longer control people in the ways they were accustomed to being 
controlled was intoxicating. Like an eighteen-year-old college freshman who’s 
been made to go to church her whole life and wakes up on her first Sunday 
away from home, rubs her eyes, and says, “Screw it. I’m going back to sleep.”

Moreover, in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, many more people 
began to leave the familiarity of home and move westward, exploring new 
frontiers and settling unknown lands. As a practical matter, this exploration 
of new frontiers took them farther and farther from the reaches of the 
established centers of ecclesiastical authority. The considerable influence of 
the church in the East all but disappeared as the pioneers moved further 
westward. Few prelates or pastors were looking over their shoulders.

Due to a number of factors that I will discuss in chapter 1, the overwhelming 
majority of people spurned membership in the church. But for those who 
retained religious commitments, geographic distance from the clergy-
dominated institutional church produced a desire among the laity for greater 
input into religious life. People, even really devout, don’t-rock-the-boat, 
preachers-shouldn’t-have-long-hair-and-tattoos kind of people, wanted 
more say in religious life.

By nature the pioneers—who were formed in the heady political and 
philosophical environment prompted by the founding of a new country on 
modern Enlightenment ideals, and who daily dealt with the rigors of life 
on the frontier—tended not to be acquiescent. They were, in other words, 
Chuck Norris. It should be no surprise, then, that the necessarily self-
sufficient pioneers began to express reluctance to submitting to authority, 
even ecclesiastical authority.

By now, the sentiments about the religious climate of the post-Revolutionary 
War era ought to sound familiar to contemporary ears. Over the past fifty 
years people have grown progressively apathetic about the maintenance of 
American religious institutions—especially Protestant mainline denom-
inations. Given the popular emphasis in the news on mega-churches, 
struggling mainline denominations can’t help but sound like either quaint 
religious boutiques or ecclesiastical retirement communities where everyone 
wears brown polyester and white socks. Ironically, this apathy stems, at 
least in part, from the institutional success of those denominations in the 
aftermath of World War II and the rebuilding of the American economy 
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during the Cold War. Mainliners came to see themselves as culturally relevant 
because of their dedication to the stewardship of American institutions and 
ideals. They “liked Ike” and voted reliably Republican.

Churches had a prominent place in helping the country recover from the 
economic and social depredations of the Great Depression, the dislocation 
of the war, and the moral peril posed by Nazism and its “Final Solution.” 
After years of uncertainty America required a massive effort to restore its 
economic, political, and cultural confidence, and mainline churches gladly 
filled the role of cheerleader. Mainline denominations became something 
like a sanctified auxiliary of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

The underwriting of American ideals worked initially for the mainline 
churches. People flocked to them. Membership roles swelled. Clergy were 
viewed as priests of a common civil religion that held basic expectations of 
a moral sense of fairness, capitalist progress, and patriotic duty. Mainline 
churches helped to heal the wounds of a nation that had seen great 
hardship; but they also amplified the American sense of its expanding role 
as the political and industrial leader in the battle against the new threat of 
Communism. However, the success of mainline denominations also planted 
the seeds for the present crisis. Because mainline denominations had so 
closely aligned themselves with the post-war American democratic politics 
and capitalist economics, American religious institutions found themselves 
being questioned alongside their political and economic counterparts 
during the cultural upheaval of the 1960s. To many in the countercultural 
movement, the American Protestant mainline was no less established than 
was the Church of England in the eyes of the colonials, and it was regarded 
with no less suspicion than its Anglican counterparts 175 years before. 
As ecclesiastical authorities had been seen to be collaborators in British 
imperialism in the Revolutionary era, ecclesiastical authorities in the Cold 
War era came to be seen as collaborators in what many took to be American 
imperial pretensions.

As in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, the 1960s brought with it what 
amounted to at the time as the radical idea of the “freedom from religion.” 
That people felt freer to choose no religion in the 1960s was not a newly 
discovered option; atheism had already existed as a novel practice among 
the intelligentsia (though as a highly suspect undertaking). Nevertheless, 
in a country that had largely assumed a form of American civil religion, 
which was vaguely Christian in its moral leanings and explicitly friendly to 
religious institutions, the idea that one could choose to opt out of religion 
altogether once again proved intoxicating. The 1960s were characterized 
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by a cultural shift from institutional-religion-as-a-necessary-good to 
institutional-religion-as-necessarily-questionable. There were, of course, 
exceptions to the wide cultural distrust of religion, most notably the Civil 
Rights movement. But more and more, institutional religion came to be 
conflated with traditional American political and cultural institutions, all 
of which were viewed with greater suspicion. Mainline denominations were 
an appendage of “the man” that American youth were busy “stickin’ it to.”

Furthermore, in the same way the early Americans pushed westward 
into unknown frontiers, settling new and unknown lands, contemporary 
Americans have also found themselves at the edge of vast new frontiers, 
driven largely by technology. Over the past fifty years American ingenuity has 
allowed us to explore previously unimagined frontiers. Our fascination with 
space, for instance, has resulted in trips to the moon, as well as unmanned 
explorations into the deepest reaches of our solar system. We’ve pressed the 
limits of knowledge all the way to cosmic levels, staking out new boundaries 
for human investigation.

Not only have new vistas of outer space opened up, but so have the seemingly 
infinite expanses of inner space. Our own bodies have proven to be an 
especially interesting focus of our colonizing tendencies. We now understand 
in very intimate ways how our bodies operate, using amazingly sophisticated 
diagnostic mapping tools—CT scans, MRI, sonography; not to mention 
the varieties of endoscopy, arthroscopy, and laparoscopy. Technology 
has provided volumes of new information, even down to the most basic 
genetic levels, through genomic mapping. With the advances in targeted 
Pharmacology and Nanotechnology, there is rising optimism about our 
eventual abilities to subdue and master our bodies (www.nanotechproject.
org/inventories/medicine). 

And perhaps just as importantly, our exploration of the new frontiers of 
cyberspace has come to characterize our modern self-understanding as 
autonomous agents bound together with others only by ties we choose.3 
Daily, Americans run private expeditions to the furthest reaches of 
cyberspace. And through social media like Facebook, Twitter, and You Tube, 
people are able to form social and communal bonds.

However, instead of being social ties and communal relationships inherited 
through the vagaries of birth and family connection, these new communities 

3Who says “cyberspace” anymore? I know. Using the term “cyberspace” is dated. But, for my 
purposes, it does help me extend the geographic/spatial metaphor. So, just bear with me, hipster.

http://www.nanotechproject.org/inventories/medicine
http://www.nanotechproject.org/inventories/medicine
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center on the choices of the individual. Instead of spending one’s life in 
a particular place, bound to particular institutions, people are both more 
mobile and less constrained by traditional connections. 

Young people, if they have faith commitments at all, feel diminishing 
loyalties to the denominations in which they grew up. The freedom to blaze 
one’s own trail provided by the Internet symbolizes the amazing array of 
options available to people in other aspects of their lives. With virtually 
all facets of life set before us like an endless buffet line in which we are 
encouraged to take what we want and ignore the rest, the mainline church, 
with its presumed investment in established institutional structures and 
hierarchies, has often found the contemporary world not especially hungry 
for what it’s serving. 

Although the attitudes toward mainline denominations today often seem 
depressingly bleak, like our forebears in the revolutionary era, there is 
great cause for hope. For the barren religious soil found in the wake of the 
Revolutionary War was the same soil from which sprouted the Second Great 
Awakening, energizing the remarkable growth of Christianity in America. 
As the nineteenth century dawned, religious enthusiasm had begun to take 
hold on the frontier. Through the phenomenon of revivals, people who had 
previously walked away from established churches rediscovered the church 
in new and transformative ways. The Second Great Awakening prompted a 
revolutionary impulse to egalitarianism, a renewed sense of the missionary 
nature of the gospel, and a growing concern for the pursuit of social justice. 
Moreover, the expansion of denominations, fueled by the reawakening of 
religious passion, was viewed positively as an expression of the possibilities 
of Christian unity within diversity. These same factors, which characterized 
the flourishing of Christianity in America as a result of the Second Great 
Awakening, are also present as motivating forces within contemporary 
Emergence Christianity—that is, the portion of Christianity interested in 
exploring ways to minister to emerging generations.

In this book I will argue that many of the issues that have historically 
challenged the established church are, ironically enough, the same issues 
that have the potential to appeal to those generations of young people 
who’ve left the church and to reinvigorate the older generations’ sense of 
mission. Those in the emerging generations—which is to say, Generation X, 
Generation Y, Millennials, etc.—like those passionate souls of the Second 
Great Awakening, find vitality in equality, mission, and social justice. They 
seek an expansive and welcoming community as a more authentic expression 
of the vision of the Jesus they read about in the Gospels. They also share with 
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their religious ancestors a radical distrust of established religious institutions, 
as well as a commitment to the exploration of new frontiers.

The Emergence conversation in American Christianity, which takes seriously 
the concerns of the emerging generations, has risen largely because of the 
experience of disaffected evangelicals, who have grown tired of what they 
consider to be the shallowness of popular Evangelicalism—that is (from 
their perspective), overly reductive theology, doctrine that excludes the 
“other,” slickly packaged too-glib liturgy, and an emphasis on the soul of 
the individual rather than on the life of the community. However, many 
of the concerns expressed by emerging Christians resonate with traditional 
mainline concerns—namely, equality, mission, social justice, and an embrace 
of diversity. Mainliners have been beating these drums for years, if lately to 
smaller and smaller audiences. 

Why, then, have mainline communities failed to swell with hoards of coffee-
drinking tattooed young people? It has, at least in part, to do with some 
things that emerging Christians share with their ancestors in the Second 
Great Awakening, but which have often been viewed as threats to a cherished 
status quo by Mainliners: an active distrust of established institutional 
structures and an adventurous spirit when it comes to the exploration of 
new frontiers—in particular, cyberspace and social media.

A Roadmap to the New Frontier
The first section of the book will set the context for a historical comparison 
between the Second Great Awakening and Emergence Christianity. Chapter 
1 will tell the story of the difficulties faced by the church in the wake of the 
Revolutionary War. This time period saw the church pushed to the margins, 
struggling to find a voice to speak to people who had lost confidence that 
the church spoke for anything more than the interests of the socially and 
politically established. Newfound interest in science and political thought 
took center stage over more traditionally religious ways of construing the 
world, rendering the church irrelevant for many people (while for others, 
it was seen as the core of the problem). 

Chapter 2 will then briefly survey the historical and theological impulses 
that motivated the formation of a particular religious movement that 
challenged long-held beliefs about what kinds of things people who follow 
Jesus ought to focus on, as well as how those people ought to organize 
themselves. The Disciples of Christ and the Methodists, eventual mainline 
denominations, flourished in many ways as a reaction against the theological 
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and ecclesiological inclinations of institutional churches. The possibilities 
for how the original concerns motivating the religious explosion prompted 
by the Second Great Awakening can reenergize contemporary mainline 
denominations, as well as a description of the fears and desires about the 
church expressed by emerging generations, will be the subject of chapter 3.

The second section will emphasize the extent to which many of the earliest 
tendencies of pioneering religious movements after the Second Great 
Awakening are central features of the Emerging conversation. That is to 
say, I will argue that mainline denominations, in many cases, can find their 
place in the religious discussion of emerging generations, not by a total 
radical discontinuity with their historic theological commitments, but by 
discovering an intensified continuity with some of the commitments that 
animated religious growth two hundred years ago. Chapter 4, then, will 
explore how the skepticism about institutional religious structures can be 
viewed, not as a threat, but as an opportunity to embrace the passion people 
have for doing the meaningful work associated with following Jesus. Instead 
of heavy investments in maintaining organizational structures, emerging 
generations find energy in mission, and in social justice—a bias they share 
with many of their mainline denominational forbearers. 

Emerging generations also share a commitment to theological inclusivity. 
Having been raised in a post-denominational world, they have little 
denominational loyalty. As postmoderns, they are suspicious of univer-
salizing meta-narratives that impose orthodoxies. They’re ecumenical by 
temperament, even if not necessarily by informed theological conviction. 
One of the motivating ideas behind the founding of the Disciples of Christ, 
for example, was the belief that Christians ought to seek unity as essential 
to Christian identity. Now, however, emerging generations have pushed 
beyond the institutional ecumenism that sustained mainline denominations 
through the last half of the twentieth century to a dawning awareness that 
they live in a religiously pluralistic world. Chapter 5 will examine ways in 
which mainliners can take advantage of their historic commitments to unity 
in the midst of diversity and a radical hospitality that seeks embrace instead 
of exclusion to meet emerging generations where they are.

Mainline denominations have some historical familiarity with finding 
their voices on the expanding frontiers of the just recently established 
United States. The Methodists, with the tradition of the circuit riders, 
and the Disciples of Christ, with their early ties to frontier revivalism, saw 
opportunity in the expanding unsettled territories to the west. Envisioning 
themselves as pioneers, some eventual mainline denominations exerted 
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considerable energy in finding new audiences for the gospel by traveling to 
where the people were. Moreover, the pioneering spirit evinced a willingness 
to adapt and use the most effective cultural means to communicate. Chapter 
6 will assess the ways that the early use of such tools of communication as 
the public debate and the printing press provided early mainliners with an 
opportunity to connect with a massive audience, and how this use of the 
dominant means of communication resonates in the almost pervasive use 
of blogging and social media by emerging generations. By rediscovering the 
innovative spirit that inspired the forebears of mainline denominations to 
launch expeditions into unknown territories with the most effective tools 
of communication, it is possible for contemporary Protestant churches to 
begin to see the bleak and inhospitable future of decline as an adventure, an 
unexplored but potentially fruitful opportunity to communicate the gospel 
yet again to new audiences.

Section three will offer three new areas that were not necessarily the historical 
concerns of early American Christian pioneers, but which can be seen as 
consistent with their concern to embody the gospel in new and compelling 
ways to the world in which they lived. Emerging generations, even those 
who don’t care anything about the church, find the Jesus of the Gospels a 
compelling figure, whose teachings and example hold great potential for 
a meaningful life lived in a more just and peaceable world. To the extent 
that emerging generations have given up on the church, for many it has to 
do with the fact that they can no longer find the Jesus they read about in 
the Gospels in the teachings and example of his followers. Chapter 7 will 
consider how mainline denominations can rediscover the radical Jesus of 
the Gospels, who calls into question the current arrangements guarded by 
the powers and principalities, and offers a vision of a non-violent world 
organized equitably to look after the interests of the powerless.

Chapter 8 explores the desire for community among emerging generations. 
Due to increased mobility and marrying later in life, young people find it 
more difficult to discover a community that provides meaningful interaction 
with others. Since some of the traditional ways young people make 
and sustain friendships are often no longer available to them, emerging 
generations are seeking communities to connect to. Churches, which are 
called to be communities where meaningful interactions can occur, have an 
opportunity to be a place where emerging generations can find the loving 
embrace of people committed to one another in the service of God.

Another growing concern of emerging generations is stewardship of 
the planet. They are concerned with issues around the protection of the 
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environment, alternative fuels, and food sustainability. To many among 
the emerging generations, these are not only practical questions about 
economic impact, but also moral questions that go to the very heart of our 
human purpose and destiny. Mainline denominations, which have displayed 
some sympathies for these concerns, have the potential to offer leadership 
by helping people think through the moral and theological implications 
of how we care for God’s creation, and why, beyond self-preservation, we 
might want to do so in the first place.

Finally, I’ll take a look at a contemporary reality that those Christians at the 
turn of the nineteenth century could never have envisioned: the treatment 
of gay and lesbian people. In chapter 10, I’ll spend some time laying out the 
case that if mainline denominations—which statistically already contain a 
majority of people in favor of acceptance of homosexuality—want to become 
a legitimate point of access to Christianity for emerging generations, they’re 
going to have to begin saying so publicly . . . loudly . . . convincingly.

Times are tough for churches—especially mainline churches. The key to 
survival, though, lies in having confidence that God doesn’t need much to 
accomplish God’s purposes. As Martin Luther said, “God can ride the lame 
horse and shoot the crooked bow.” This survival guide seeks to give churches 
in mainline denominations hope during difficult times by pointing them to 
familiar aspects of part of their own historical DNA, which have the potential 
to address concerns shared by emerging generations. (Note: And since it’s 
a survival guide, I’ve included Field Notes with some helpful ideas.) I’m 
not suggesting a new marketing strategy or a new programmatic initiative 
that we can sell. Emerging generations have been marketed to death and 
are instantly skeptical of pre-packaged programs. Instead, learning how to 
endure in these times will require that the church rediscover and embrace 
those animating impulses that gave mainline denominations life in the first 
place. If mainline denominations can manage that, they will have many 
new partners in the big adventure called “God’s future.” And if not, they’ll 
die—or at least their current forms will.
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7

“I Like Jesus; It’s his Followers I 
Can’t Stand” or Jesus the  

Social Radical

“The Impending Doom Close”
In college I woke up most days without money. My grandmother used to 
send me five dollars a week, which even in the 1980s didn’t go far. A couple 
of Big Gulps and the money was gone. Plus I had a girlfriend and a broken 
down Ford Escort. I needed money.

So I started going to the library to look at the want ads. I found an ad 
that promised to pay $7.50 an hour, minimum. The ad wasn’t clear what 
I would have to do to earn that wage, but I figured, “How bad could it 
be?” I’d already worked swing shift in a bread factory, wiped down every 
possible exposed surface at McDonalds, and spent part of a summer in a 
bank of telemarketers selling tickets to the Ice Capades—all for less than 
$7.50 an hour.

I walked through the door at the address printed in the advertisement. It 
was a nondescript storefront in an industrial park. Metal folding chairs in 
the waiting room. A plastic ficus plant in the corner. Ashtrays on Formica 
end tables. A woman came through the door and said “Welcome to Cutco!” 
Her greeting told me nothing about the nature of the business that promised 
to pay me a minimum of $7.50 an hour. But it didn’t take long before I 
learned what the job entailed. Knives. Cutco sells knives. Really nice but 
expensive knives. I was signing up to be a knife salesman. 

Section 3: How can we continue Moving into  
a PoSt-DenoMinationaL worLD?
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One of the first things I remember was a sharp-looking young guy in a suit 
recounting the veritable riches he’d realized as a Cutco knives salesman. 
Then the suit guy gave a demonstration of how amazing Cutco knives 
are—hacking through an aluminum can, cutting a penny in half with 
Cutco scissors. These knives practically sell themselves, I was assured. Of 
course, they don’t exactly sell themselves; there’s some work required of the 
salespeople. But they use a time-honored sales system. Don’t worry.

I learned some tricks of the trade: 

•	Firm	handshake.	You	lose	respect	extending	a	dead	fish.

•	Look	the	client	in	the	eye.	People	don’t	trust	shiftyeyed	folks.

•	Say	the	client’s	name	a	lot.	People	are	suckers	for	their	own	names.

•	Ask	about	the	client’s	family.	People	love	to	talk	about	themselves.

I also learned closing strategies right out of the 1950s.

•	The Assumptive Sandwich. Act like you’ve already made the sale. “I 
can see you really like the kitchen collection. How many steak knives 
would you like to add? Let me get my order book!”

•	The Ben Franklin Close. Like Ben Franklin was reported to have done, 
you draw up a list of pros and cons. Let the client tell you what 
they think are the pros, and then you understand what they value. 
When you know what they value, sell the heck out of it. “I agree with 
you that the way the knife holds an edge is important…and that’s 
especially important for someone like you, who is obviously busy and 
successful—who doesn’t want to have to worry about keeping knives 
sharp. You need a blade you can rely on!”

•	The Impending Doom Close. Let the client know that this is a limited 
time offer. “There’s a steel shortage in Malaysia that’s going to drive the 
price of these things through the roof—if you can even buy them at 
all. So—and its because you seem like good people to me—I’d like to 
help you get these knives today!”

(Oh, and talk with a lot of exclamation points! Show how passionate you 
are about these knives!)

I tried to sell Cutco knives. I tried using the sales techniques. I wasn’t any 
good at it, though. In fact, I really liked The Impending Doom Close. I could 
see how effective it might be. I could just never bring myself to use it. In my 
head I could hear the handsome suit guy saying, “Not everybody has what 
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it takes be a salesman. It takes a certain kind of person.” I didn’t seem to be 
one of them. Instead, I turned out to be a pretty good broke college student.

Spiritual but Not Religious (Part 2)
As a kid growing up in the Evangelical heartland of Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
one of the things I learned early on was that God expected me to evangelize. 
We called it witnessing, telling people about Jesus. I believed in some vague 
way that God would hold me accountable for the people I failed to lead to 
Jesus through, what occurs to me now was, a kind of celestial sales pitch.

Please don’t misunderstand. I’m not making fun of my upbringing. I’m 
not ashamed of where I come from; there are some sincerely wonderful 
Christians who—like the rest of us—are working their way toward God in 
the best way they know how.

But this whole witnessing thing weighed heavily on me. On the one hand, 
I’m a pretty good talker. I think I can be fairly persuasive when necessary—a 
quality much prized by those who take evangelism seriously. On the other 
hand, I’m an introvert. I’m shy. I’ve learned how to act like an extrovert 
when I have to—my job sometimes demands it. But temperamentally, 
witnessing always scared me. It struck me as the same kind of affair as cold 
calling as a Cutco knife salesman.

There was always a premium on having the right words at hand at exactly the 
right moment. If they say this, then you can counter by saying that—which 
sounds good, until you’ve had somebody do it to you. Then it’s not brilliant 
verbal jujitsu that gives you control over your conversational opponent; it’s 
just annoying.

“Mr. Penwell, what would you say if I could save you 50% on your monthly 
long distance bills?”

“I’m really not interested.”

“You’re not interested? So, you like giving your money away.”

“Yes, I like giving my money away. It saves me the trouble of having to 
pretend that I want to talk to people who call me on the phone in the 
middle of supper.”

Being a verbal ninja for Jesus was always a big deal growing up. Unfortunately, 
it felt too much like being a telemarketer—always trying to steer people 
in the direction you want them to go, having to be unwilling to take “no” 
for an answer.
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It’s important to point out that I’m not dismissing words. I love words. I use 
them frequently—every so often, even well. One of the problems with words 
in this context, however, is that in order for them to be helpful (persuasive 
even), they have to line up with reality.

The fifth step on the Buddha’s Eightfold Path is “Right means of 
livelihood”—meaning, the way you make your living matters. In other 
words, if you’re seeking enlightenment, there are certain jobs you cannot 
do. The Buddha named some: arms dealer, poison peddler, prostitute, slave 
trader, to name a few.

When I talk to my students about this, someone will invariably say, “What 
I do isn’t who I am. It’s my job. It’s not me.” I respond by saying, “The 
Buddha would say, however, that if you’re walking along a certain path 
toward a destination, anything that causes you to turn around and walk 
in the opposite direction is leading you away from where you’ve said you 
want to go.”

Puzzled looks. Then I say: “If your life’s work and passion is to see equal 
treatment for women, you have to live and work in certain ways to sustain 
that passion and see it succeed. If your day job is as an advocate for women’s 
rights, you can’t punch out at the end of the day, and go to your second 
job as a pole dancer. It just doesn’t work like that. You’re working at cross 
purposes.” It’s much harder to separate “who” you are from “what” you do. 
If you say you’re one thing, then having congruity with the way you live 
your life is an essential part of underwriting your words. 

As I said in chapter 4, when I ask why my students prefer “spiritual” over 
“religious” as a self-designation, it usually comes down to two complaints: 
(1) dead structures and rituals or (2) hypocrisy.

“What do you mean by hypocrisy?” I ask.

“You know, people saying one thing and doing another.”

And there it is: Words are important, but they have to have at least a vague 
relationship to reality, which is to say, the words and the actions have to 
occupy the same conceptual space. What young people want to know is: 
Do you actually live this stuff, or do you just talk about it?

“We live it out. We try to keep our words and actions within shouting distance 
of one another.”

Unfortunately, at least according to my students, most religious people with 
whom they come in contact aren’t able to pull this off. A recent Georgetown 
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University and Public Religion Research Institute study found that young 
people (those born between 1980 and 1999) are leaving the church in 
record numbers. The fastest growing religious self-designation among 
this demographic is “none” (http://publicreligion.org/site/wp-content/
uploads/2012/04/Millennials-Survey-Report.pdf ). In fact, while only 11% 
of young people were religiously unaffiliated during childhood, fully one 
quarter now don’t affiliate with any religious body—a 14% increase in people 
walking away from religion over the course of a few years!

The church across the board is losing people, in large part because who we 
say we are and how we live seem too far apart. Our witness, if you will, 
apparently leaves much to be desired.

I think this has something to do with the way popular Christianity has 
interiorized faith, made faith something one has rather than something one 
does. Faith operates for many first as a set of feelings one possesses, having 
to do with God and one’s relationship to God. The roots for this shift to 
an interior faith divorced from external activity can largely be traced to 
two seminal influences in the wake of the Middle Ages: Renè Descartes 
and Martin Luther. 

After Descartes, the interior life gained the upper hand. Descartes helped 
launch an Enlightenment revolution of the mind. Whereas before, the 
external world operated as “the real world,” Descartes contended that the 
only reliable world exists within the mind of the individual. He bequeathed 
the Enlightenment the “mind-body problem,” in which only what happens 
in the private spaces of one’s mind can be trusted, effectively discounting 
what can be known of the exterior world through action and observation. 

However, Descartes’ Cogito ergo sum (I think therefore I am) evolved, 
becoming in the hands of Protestant Christians “Credo ergo sum” (I believe 
therefore I am). Christians transmuted Descartes’ emphasis on “the mind,” 
shifting it to “the heart” or “the soul”—that place where all the important 
stuff happens. 

Martin Luther, in many ways, had helped to set the stage for a shift away 
from the external world. Luther, or at least his popularizers, sought to 
replace what was thought to be the “law” of Catholicism with the “grace” of 
Protestantism. Over time this shift helped interiorize Christianity, divesting 
it of the rigorous demands of actually having to live like a Christian—you 
just had to believe like one.

Yeah, But What about My Personal Relationship with Jesus?

http://publicreligion.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Millennials-Survey-Report.pdf
http://publicreligion.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Millennials-Survey-Report.pdf
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Growing up, I believed that Jesus cared mostly about my heart. Of course, 
he cared about whether or not I was nice. But in the end, Jesus’ biggest 
concern centered on having a “relationship with me.”

I find something very reassuring about that. I like that Jesus, this cosmically 
significant being, cares about me, wants to spend time with me. After all, 
I’m just a pigeon-toed mouth-breather from the Midwest. What possible 
value could a “relationship” with me have? It made me feel special.

But special is a double-edged sword. This whole “personal relationship with 
Jesus” thing also fed my burgeoning adolescent self-absorption:

•	Jesus	died	just for me? Just so he could live in my heart?

•	I’ll	bet	Jesus	likes	the	same	kind	of	stuff	I	like.	I	mean,	if	he	lives	in	my	
heart, my heart has to be a pretty hospitable place, right?

And though I possessed good enough manners never to say so, I got the 
impression that Jesus preferred my white middle-class life. Why wouldn’t 
he? My life, while not courageously virtuous, remained at least politely 
uncontroversial.

I didn’t spend an inordinate amount of time worrying about others, about 
whether they had enough food, or could find jobs that paid them a living 
wage. I never lost a night’s sleep trying to figure out how to realize a world 
in which people didn’t have to fear that they wouldn’t be welcome because 
of some characteristic attached to them in virtue of the vagaries of birth, 
or whether other people could track down the kind of care they needed 
to keep their children healthy and safe. It never occurred to me that other 
people were my responsibility.

Now, that doesn’t mean that I wasn’t taught to love other people. I was. 
That was extremely important. But loving other people meant, at least in 
my mind, possessing a certain kind of attitude toward them. Loving other 
people meant being favorably disposed toward them . . . feeling love toward 
them. My love of people certainly required that I not actively do harm to 
them, but it didn’t require that I rearrange my world to make certain that 
theirs was livable. Jesus, the one who lived in my heart, was much more 
concerned about whether I cussed or fought with my brother, about whether 
I cheated on my math workbook or looked at dirty magazines. I suspected 
he was grieved by the poverty and injustice I knew lurked in the world, 
but it never occurred to me that those realities placed any real move-the-
existential-furniture-around kind of responsibility on me.
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Now, I realize this is a bit odd, since my maternal grandparents gave up 
everything to move down to Mexico the year before I was born to establish 
a children’s home. I spent summers living in a children’s home in another 
country. But I believed that the children’s home was, in some simplistic 
sense, an evangelistic assembly line. That sounds much more crass than 
I mean for it to sound. However it happened, whether because I heard 
it explicitly or because I put two and two together, I believed that my 
grandparents were motivated first by saving (in the grand Evangelical sense 
of the word) children’s hearts, before they were motivated by saving (in the 
lowly Social Gospel sense of the word) children’s lives. That’s not to say 
that they weren’t concerned with the health and safety of the children they 
took in to raise—they were. It is to say, though, that health and safety were 
secondary concerns to salvation in some larger heavenly sense.

I believed the world existed primarily as a stopping-off point, as a training 
ground for some better, more “real” celestial existence somewhere down the 
road. What you do in this life is only important inasmuch as it adds to or 
subtracts from the ledger that will be read out in front of the whole world 
on judgment day. Other things, things like justice and peace and hospitality, 
were important in some vague way that wasn’t immediately apparent to me, 
except that I knew I needed to be on the right side of the issue from the 
standpoint of personal moral accountability.

“What does that mean?”

Let me see if I can clarify the difference in this way. As a child, growing up 
in the aftermath of the Civil Rights movement, I was taught that everybody 
is equal regardless of race. A cultural shift was under way in the late ‘60s 
early ‘70s (at least in the Midwest of my childhood) with respect to what 
was now unacceptable to believe and say about other human beings. Where 
ten years before there might have been a certain disapprobation about the 
unseemliness of using racial epithets like the N-word, the post-Civil Rights 
world of my childhood in the nation’s suburban heartland began to see it 
as not only impolite but as fundamentally wrong.

On a more personal level, I knew there were certain words I was forbidden 
to utter—outright profanity, some marginal (and therefore questionable) 
slang, and racial name-calling. I could get in just as much trouble in my 
house for using the N-word as I could for using the F-word. Why is that? 
For one thing, both were just “ugly” words—words my grandfather would 
have called “vulgar”—words that only “common” people used. Both those 
words made you sound like you regularly mixed with the wrong sort of 
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folks—something Christians were explicitly discouraged from doing.

The other reason I think we weren’t permitted to use “language”—as in, 
“What kind of language is that for a Christian to use?”—was because it 
was thought to stain something profoundly within us, something that 
threatened “our relationship with Christ.” We didn’t say that kind of thing 
because, of course, it wounded the people about whom we were speaking 
(which is against the cardinal rule that covers being unfailingly nice), but 
more importantly because it put your relationship with Christ at risk, and 
that had eternal implications.

But here’s the thing: Though I was discouraged from using racially offensive 
language on a personal level, I never made the connection with a larger 
system of racial injustice that produced people capable of speaking about 
other human beings in that way. I never learned that just refraining from 
using the N-word was only the beginning of Christian responsibility to 
other people whom God created.

On balance, I grew up feeling justified when it came to the issue of racism. 
I never owned slaves. Nobody I knew ever owned slaves. It never occurred 
to me that evaluating somebody on the basis of race for a job or a friendship 
or a lover was ever acceptable. I didn’t use the N-word. What else could 
possibly be expected of me?

Activists weren’t my people. My people didn’t march; we didn’t agitate; we 
didn’t “sit in”; we didn’t advocate. Not that my people considered those 
things necessarily wrong—or even that it would have been actively frowned 
upon. It’s just that I never made the connection between my responsibilities 
to the world I lived in and what I thought it meant to follow Jesus—apart 
from what it might mean for my personal salvation.

The Problem I Think Many Young People have with the Church
The whole personal relationship thing kept me going through childhood 
and adolescence; it seems perfectly suited to adolescence, which occupies 
much of its waking time with questions about personal relationships. That 
is to say, I take it that the whole point of adolescence is to help us see how 
the rest of the world relates to us.

Growing up, on the other hand, dramatically shifts the focus to the ways 
we are related to the rest of the world. I know that’s a fine distinction 
linguistically. In practice, though, it makes all the difference in the world.

In beginning to understand the worth of things, if the center of gravity is me, 
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then everything has a relative value only in relationship to me. You become 
more or less important depending on what part you play in my personal 
psychodrama. This seems to me to describe my practical understanding of 
things when I was a teenager. However, as I’ve grown up (or perhaps that’s 
what growing up really is), I’ve begun to see that people and things have a 
value independent of their relationship to me. You have your own projects 
and dreams that are just as important to you as mine are to me. You aren’t, in 
other words, a bit player, or worse, a handy prop in the “Theater of Derek.”

“Please get to the point.”

Ok. The kind of faith that shaped me as a young Evangelical tended toward 
abstraction.

“What? What does that even mean?”

How about this? It rarely occurred to me that my responsibility for the 
world and its inhabitants extended much beyond how my personal salvation 
might be affected.

“Wow! That seems pretty cold. I know plenty of Evangelicals who are warm, and 
who genuinely care about others and the world they inhabit. Don’t you think 
that’s kind of an unfair characterization?”

It is certainly broad, I’ll admit. I’m not necessarily indicting all of 
Evangelicalism as self-absorbed soteriological narcissists. What I am saying, 
however, is that that was my experience of it. And perhaps more importantly, 
because it’s an easy stereotype, it’s the view many young people have of 
Evangelicals. Whether this stereotype of Evangelicalism is an accurate 
portrayal of Evangelical beliefs is open to question. However, because this 
stereotype of Evangelicalism is so widespread, and because popular culture 
often conflates Evangelicalism and Christianity, mainline Christians feel it 
necessary to expend a great deal of energy assuring everyone that “Yes, I am 
a Christian, but no, I’m not one of those kinds of Christian.”

In my work with Millennials and Gen-Xers, among those who’ve dropped 
out of church, I regularly run into the assumption that Christianity is 
primarily about saving your own spiritual bacon. Here’s what many young 
people think of Christians:

Screw the planet! Screw everyone else! As long as I get my own heavenly 
bus pass stamped, I’ve done what Jesus asked me to do.

Now, whether that’s a fair characterization is another argument. That it is 
common, however, means the church, if it is to have any hope of connecting 
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with these young people, is going to have to address it. “It,” in this case, is 
what I call “The Jesus Gap.”

The Jesus Gap
“If you follow Jesus and don’t end up dead, it appears you have some 
explaining to do.”

—Terry Eagleton1

There’s a gap. I’m convinced of it. A Jesus gap. 

There’s a growing dissatisfaction with the traditional view of the church 
among emerging generations. This dissatisfaction has any number of causes, 
which the disaffected would name as anti-institutionalism, hypocrisy, 
judgmentalism, etc. But there’s one area of vexation that always seems to 
come up: the Jesus Gap.

People, especially young people, are having trouble squaring the Jesus they 
read about in the Gospels with the infinitely malleable Jesus they see placed 
on offer by popular Christianity: Jesus as personal genie, Jesus as chief 
security guard at the courthouse of private morality, Jesus as a cheerleader 
for free-market capitalism, etc. In my work with emerging generations, 
we often return to the same complaint: “The Jesus I read about in church 
doesn’t look like the Jesus I see in church.” Whether it’s Jesus as either a 
clearinghouse for heavenly bus passes or Jesus as Affirmer-in-Chief whose 
primary function revolves around endorsing middle-class American values, 
the Jesus of the Gospels fails to come through. This Jesus, when stripped of 
the layers of religious spackling used to domesticate him, is irremediably 
subversive. 

Subversive. That appeals to me. Of course, I’d like to continue writing 
clinically about the religious climate shift underway at the hands of restless 
“young people” fed up with a tame Jesus. I’d like to make it sound as though 
I’m just a disinterested observer of religious trends. But the truth is that 
I too find myself growing dissatisfied with that tame and restricted image 
of Jesus. After all these years of a Jesus who I thought would help make 
me _______ (holier? kinder? more spiritual? more self-actualized?), I’ve 
come to believe that Jesus has a more cosmic, more interesting agenda in 
mind than super-tuning my soul. On my way to spiritual superstardom, 
I’ve found it increasingly difficult to squeeze past the Gospels’ Jesus, who 

1Terry Eagleton, Reason, Faith, and Revolution: Reflections on the God Debate, The Terry Series 
(New Haven, Conn.. Yale Univesity Press, 2009).
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stands in the middle of the road pointing to the weak, the homeless, the 
sick, the widowed, the displaced and unembraced. Following Jesus; I think 
it boils down to that, really. 

I’ve struggled for some time with the realization that when the church 
fails—as it often does—it fails most egregiously in giving people the resources 
necessary for the outrageously radical act of following Jesus. My reading 
of Emerging/ent theology has led me to conclude that there is increasing 
energy around the simple idea that followers of Jesus ought to embody the 
revolutionary spirit found in the Gospels. 

I’ve tried. I’ve put forth a valiant effort. But I can no longer envision Jesus the 
way I once did. I can’t, for the life of me, picture Jesus saying, “Healthcare 
isn’t a right; it’s a privilege.” 

I can’t figure out a way to get Jesus to say, “Homosexuality is a capital crime, 
but fleecing the poor is a misdemeanor.” 

I can’t imagine a world in which Jesus says, “If you don’t let children pray to 
me in school, I’ll let armed gunmen come in and kill them indiscriminately.”

I’m trying to track down, but as of yet have been unable to find, where Jesus 
says, “If you fear someone will strike you on one cheek, dial in a Predator 
drone.” 

The church has too often been asked to give religious cover to moralities that 
were conceived absent the theological reflection provided by the church. I 
find that the chasm between the revolutionary Jesus of first century Jerusalem 
and the domesticated Jesus of twenty-first century America grows more 
difficult for me to span all the time.

In the final analysis, the good news of the reign of God is not first that the 
well taken care of will be even more well taken care of in the next life. The 
good news of the reign of God is that God’s reign is present wherever the 
homeless are sheltered, wherever the hungry are fed, wherever the rich give 
away their money and power in defense of the poor, wherever the forgotten 
ones gather to be remembered and embraced, to be told that as long as we 
follow God, not one of God’s children will be left to die alone and unloved.

Why Are Millennials Leaving the Church?
The church where I serve made a decision last year to support its ministers 
in refusing to sign marriage licenses until the rights of marriage could be 
conferred upon LGTBQ couples. The decision brought national attention, 
the overwhelming majority of which was positive.
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One group in particular who responded to the decision surprised me. I 
never saw it coming. Some of the most gratifying reactions came from the 
adult children of some of the older members of our congregation, which is 
to say, from young people who had dropped out of church a long time ago. 
From across the U.S. I got word from these displaced folks. They emailed, 
called, messaged me through social media, and, the ones who still live 
close by, buttonholed me on the street. Their comments shared one thing 
in common: “I’m so proud to tell my friends that the church that did this 
cool thing is the church I grew up in.”

Then, a couple of them proceeded to say something that was hard to hear: 
“I never thought I’d see a church do something so Christian.” Embedded 
in that response is something worth hearing about the way an increasing 
number of young people experience the church. According to a recent 
article on Sojourners Blog, Millennials are headed for the exits, even 
among Evangelicals.2 Why? According to the article, which cites research 
by the Barna Group, “Research indicates younger people are not only 
departing from their elders on ‘social issues,’ such as same-sex marriage and 
abortion, but on wealth distribution and care for the environment, as well” 
(http://www.barna.org/store?page=shop.product_details&flypage=flypage.
tpl&product_id=128).

One way to look at the difference Millennials represent on these kinds of 
social issues is that they’ve been seduced by an increasingly secular society. 
From the time they were young, this thinking goes, the culture has offered 
Millennials a vision of human life that is often at odds with the vision 
claimed by churches, one focused less and less on God. Politically, “liberals” 
have successfully appealed to youthful passion and idealism, rendering 
them dewey-eyed woolgatherers who know little either about God or about 
how the world “really” works. As a consequence, Millennials come to their 
convictions about the purpose of human life and its just embodiment either 
as a result of theological ignorance or theological rebellion. The implication 
is that if they really new about Christianity, they wouldn’t believe such 
outrageous things about marriage, economic equality, and environmental 
responsibility.

There are a couple of different responses that come to mind, if this is the 
way you frame the problem of the disappearance of young adults. On the 
one hand, you could just tell young people they’re wrong, and they need 

2From http://sojo.net/blogs/2011/12/20/millennials-church-wake-or-were-outta-here?page= 
show. I think the same might be said, if perhaps to a lesser extent of Gen X-ers. But I’ll respond only 
to the claims about Millennials, since they are the focus of the article.

http://www.barna.org/store?page=shop.product_details&flypage=flypage.tpl&product_id=128
http://www.barna.org/store?page=shop.product_details&flypage=flypage.tpl&product_id=128
http://sojo.net/blogs/2011/12/20/millennials-church-wake-or-were-outta-here?page=
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to get right. In many cases, this was the strategy employed by the Greatest 
Generation when Baby Boomers started questioning organized religion in 
the 1960s and ‘70s. For those who think this kind of “unvarnished truth” 
strategy is the way to go, it might be helpful to contemplate its success when 
used on an earlier generation—take a look at The Big Chill, for instance.

On the other hand, you might look at the exodus of Millennials as a failure 
of relevance. Churches got sidetracked, started focusing on stuff Millennials 
found pointless—stuff like bigger buildings, keeping up social appearances 
for the country club set, right wing politics, etc. If you interpret irrelevance to 
be the reason young people don’t want anything to do with the church, you 
have an easy way to address the issue: Be more relevant. Find cool-looking 
people to play cool-sounding music. Say “dude” a lot. Make sure you know 
the difference between a cappuccino and a latte. Easy.

There are a couple of different branches of über relevance available, too. If 
you’re sympathetic to the whole mega-church movement, sprinkle some Jesus 
over the top of ordinary stuff young people like, and voilà, instant relevance. 
Christian rock climbing. Christian aerobics. Christian skateboarding. 
Christian Screamo bands. The possibilities are endless.

If you find an emergent emphasis more to your liking, you’ll need another 
set of accouterments. Tattoos are good. Piercings and ear gauges add a 
nice touch. Make sure to do some outings in a pub, with lots of locally 
microbrewed fare. Relevance isn’t too far off.

And while I happen to think the emergent movement is much more 
theologically interesting for a whole host of reasons other than just those 
things that accessorize it, like the mega-church stuff, if it’s just a marketing 
strategy for obtaining relevance, I think it’s doomed to drive Millennials 
away. Millennials have been socialized to be amazingly aware of being 
marketed to, and they react poorly to such poses adopted solely for the 
purpose of “winning” their spiritual “business.”

I find all of these ways of reading the departure of young adults from the 
church dismissive, sharing a common misconception that what’s wrong, 
what’s driving Millennials away from the church, resides somewhere outside 
the church (either with Millennials themselves or with the culture that 
produced them)—or that if it is the church’s fault, the problems are merely 
cosmetic, easily remedied by superficial tweaks here or there.

There’s another way of reading the generational tea leaves, however, one that 
places responsibility on the church, not for failing to be relevant, but for 
failing to be faithful to the Jesus found in the Gospels. Maybe the problem 
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is that Millennials hear about Jesus and then take him at his word. Maybe 
they really believe that stuff Jesus says at the beginning of his ministry in 
Luke: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the 
captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (4:18-19).

 Then, they go to church, and instead of hearing about how to live with 
those who’ve been kicked to the curb, how to be Christ to a world caving 
in on itself, they hear about how the church’s job is to maneuver itself into 
positions of power, respectability, relevance, and so on. 

They hear about committee meetings and deficit budgets and why it is 
imperative that we “keep Christ in Christmas.” 

They hear a baptized politics that exhorts them to be good moral “individuals” 
who seek a “personal relationship with Jesus,” but their relationship to the 
poor and the powerless, their relationship to an economic system designed 
to serve the interests of those already on top at the expense of those on the 
bottom, their relationship to a government that starts preemptive wars based 
on a conceit, their relationship to God’s creation—these are largely matters 
of indifference to the church. 

These young people go to church and hear why (if they happen to be at a 
conservative church) gay people are going to hell, or (if they happen to be at 
a more “progressive” church) why it might upset the ecclesiastical apple cart 
if we were to say that gay people are created in the image of God—exactly 
the way God wanted them.

All of which is to say: Maybe it’s not Millennials who’ve left the church so 
much as that the church has left Jesus—and Millennials are the only ones 
brave enough to recognize that the emperor has been parading about without 
the benefit of clothes. If that’s the case, the church would do well to quit 
worrying so much about whether Millennials are leaving the church, and 
start investing time and effort and resources into looking more like Jesus. 
Then Millennials might finally see something for which it would be worth 
sticking around.

“I’m so proud to tell my friends that the church that did this cool thing is 
the church I grew up in” isn’t the same as “How do I sign up to get back 
into church?” For any number of really important reasons, though, it’s a 
step in the right direction.
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“Tell me what you want, not what you want to avoid.”

“What do you want to do when you get out of college?” That was the 
question on the table.

Summer camp. We were gathered together with one of the grizzled veteran 
counselors to talk about what we planned to do with our lives. Having 
just graduated from high school, we found the whole conversation a bit 
abstract. We didn’t know what we were going to do with our lives. And we 
certainly didn’t want to be reminded about the fact that we didn’t know. 
But somebody asked the question, and we were all raised with the kind of 
manners that wouldn’t allow us to say what we were thinking: “I really don’t 
want to think about this. Ask me about the beach or about what we’re going 
to do when we get to college. After college is just too far away.”

One girl said, “Well, I don’t want to have to do a job I hate, where I’m stuck 
doing the same thing over and over—like a factory. And I don’t want to work 
someplace that makes me do busy work just to satisfy some kind of Human 
Resources directive intended to create a ‘positive working environment.’”

“Ok. What kind of working environment do you want to work in?”

“I don’t want work with a lot of passive-aggressive people—you know, the 
kind who get mad about little things and start putting up signs about not 
eating their yogurt or taking the stapler off their desk.”

“You run into a lot of sign hangers, a lot of yogurt and stapler thieves in 
high school, did you?”

“No, but I hear my dad talk about it all the time.”

“Anyone else?”

A longhaired guy in a denim jacket and boots said, “I don’t want to have 
do any job that requires me to wear a name tag or be a part of a ‘team’” (his 
use of air quotes, tipping us off to his studied use of sarcasm).

I jumped in and said, “Look, I just don’t want to have to get up too early 
in the morning.” I was not particularly ambitious.

The counselor, showing signs of frustration, said, “You’ve obviously thought 
about this. Here’s what I want, though. Tell me what you want to do, not 
what you want to avoid doing. What are your dreams? What makes you 
excited enough to get out of bed in the morning—regardless of the time? 



132    Mainliner’s Survival Guide

What do you care about so much you’d be willing to die for?”

As cliché as it may sound, more people in emerging generations know 
Christianity by what it stands against than by what it stands for. Jesus, 
though he clearly had strong opinions about what people should stay away 
from, seemed on balance more concerned about the kind of things in which 
people should be investing their lives.

This full-throated commitment to doing something got Jesus in trouble. In 
Matthew, he is contrasted with the ascetic John the Baptist: “For John came 
neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon;’ the Son of Man 
came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard, 
a friend of tax-collectors and sinners!’” (11:18-19). It’s important to point 
out that Jesus drew the contrast between himself and John the Baptist to 
indicate that there’s just no pleasing some people, no matter what you do. 
However, it is also worth noting that Jesus developed a reputation, not for 
the things he avoided, but for the things he threw himself into.

In a post-denominational world, the church must be aware of the widely held 
perception that it cares more about keeping people from doing things than 
about giving them the resources they need to follow Jesus. As commitment 
to mainline denominations deteriorates, the church would do well to think 
more intentionally about how it embodies its vision of the reign of God. 
Justice. Equity. Mutuality. Community. Compassion for the poor, the 
outcast, the powerless. These are positive visions.

“But isn’t that just a rehash of the traditional liberalism mainline denominations 
have been trying to interest people in since the latter part of the nineteenth 
century? If it were such a winning strategy, why are mainline denominations 
dying?”

Excellent point! I realize I’m trying to thread a pretty fine needle here. 
What I’m suggesting, though, isn’t a strategy (I don’t think traditional liberal 
mainliners necessarily thought the Social Gospel was just a strategy either). 
Making strategic decisions about justice in God’s reign as a way to attract 
more people misses the whole point. Justice, equity, mutuality, and the 
like are what we think Jesus came to establish. He did not come to give us 
well-devised membership recruitment tools.

In a post-denominational world, the church needs to quit thinking first 
about how to save its own bacon, and start devoting more thought to doing 
the right thing—because we have no other way of conceiving our lives as 
followers of Jesus.


	Mainliners-Sample-Cover-TOC-Intro
	Mainliners-Sample-Ch7



