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A better way to be Christian? 
This Connections reviews four recent books, three 

of which I learned about from Connections readers. 
Three are by authors who started life as conserva
tive, evangelical, fundamentalist, or at least tradi
tionalist Christians, then later in life grew into an 
understanding of Christianity that reflected more 
recent ideas and information, made more sense to 
them, and changed them into passionate followers 
of what they came to see clearly as the way of Jesus. 

An added commandment 

The first of these books is Progres
sive Faith and Practice: Thou Shalt Not 
Stand Idly By, by Roger L. Ray (Wipf 
and Stock, 2014). Ray holds master's 
and doctoral degrees in divinity from 
Vanderbilt University. He had 28 years of experi
ence in pastoral ministry before becoming the found
ing pastor of Community Christian Church of 
Springfield, Missouri, in 2008. 

With its subtitle taken from what Holocaust sur
vivor Elie Wiesel called a new commandment, Roger 
Ray's book emphasizes the need for Christians to 
respond actively to the world's injustice, violence, 
and discrimination rather than relying on the an
cient world's beliefs and culture and an intellectual 
framework that no longer exists. "Telling people
even if you tell them in a very big building adorned 

with stained glass and candles- to be
lieve in things for which there is nei
ther evidence nor ability to test the 
claims, will cease to work," he writes. 

Ray tells about having grown up 
in a traditionalist Christian family but 

then having revised his understanding of Christian
ity later in life. For his mother, he tells his readers, 
"the ability to make oneself believe totally irrational 
truth claims was a virtue to be acquired at all costs 
and every truly good person manages to do it. So I 
tried." But he eventually came to see that effort as 

futile and even misleading. "I no longer associate 
the word 'faith' with the willful assassi-{i 
nation of my brains." 

"F " R R II or me, says oger ay, progres-
sive faith is the long-awaited marriage 
of academic history, theology, biblical criticism, and 
comparative religion with congregational life .... 
The purpose of this book is to embrace the synthe
sis of science with religion, the mind married to 
the heart." It tries to articulate an evidence-based 
faith and apply that faith to life. He sees this em
brace as becoming more faithful to the teaching of 
Jesus, therefore strengthening the church. "Setting 
aside ancient magic and superstition is not destroy
ing the church," he assures us. Instead, doing this 
frees the church to pursue its true purpose. 

A new reformation 

I learned of Kurt Struckmeyer only 
recently, from a Connections reader, 
and now I've greatly appreciated his 
book An Unorthodox Faith: A New Ref
ormation for a Postmoder_n World (Re
source Publications, 2017). He grew 
up in St. Louis in the aftermath of war. His youth 
was shaped, he says, by the conformist fifties and 
the contentious sixties. At age 12, he discovered a 
radical and passionate Jesus in the gospels. A few 
years later, he read Dietrich Bonhoeffer' s book The 
Cost of Discipleship, and, he says, Jesus and 
Bonhoeffer launched the trajectory of his life. 

After graduating from the Washington Univer
sity School of Fine Art in 1969, Struckmeyer pur
sued a varied career at the General Motors Design 
Center in Michigan. He retired from it in 2005 and 
now lives in Farmington Hills, Michigan. Through
out his adult life, his avocation and calling has been 
theology, biblical studies, and historical Jesus re
search, focused on the vision of peace and social 
~ justice that Jesus called the "king-
~ dom of God." Over the years, 

·~ Struckmeyer has written several stud-
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ies about the mission and message of Jesus, non
violence, and community building. 

Kurt Struckmeyer believes that as 
humans we have a shared responsibil
ity to transform the world through so
cial action in the pursuit of social justice. "The role 
of the Christian church," he writes, "should be to 
point toward this great vision and bear witness to 
it, but if the church refuses to respond to the king
dom, or tries to domesticate it, or continues to mis
lead people about its centrality in the message of 
Jesus, then the conspiracy of God will still move 
forward without the involvement of the church." 

"The earlier way of being Christian," 
Struckmeyer observes, "views the Bible as the 
unique revelation of God, emphasizes its literal 
meaning, and sees the Christian life as centered in 
believing now for the sake of salvation later- be
lieving in God, the Bible, and Jesus as the way to 
heaven," Also, this way has typically seen Chris

tianity as the only true religion. But in 
Struckmeyer's view, as in mine, "the 
time has come for many of these ideas 
to be put to rest so we can get on with 

the more important task of following 
Jesus in transforming our common life on earth." 

Claiming permission for change 

Another book I learned about from a Connec
tions reader - its author's mother -is Permission 
Granted: Take the Bible into Your Own Hands, by Jen
nifer Grace Bird (Westminster John Knox, 2015). 
When Jennifer's mother violated 
Jennifer's understanding of 1 Timothy 
2:12 by becoming a pastor, Jennifer felt 
led to dig deeper into scripture for her
self and ultimately earned a PhD in bib
lical studies from Vanderbilt University. 
As a professor, writer, and speaker 
now living in Portland, Oregon, she 
challenges people of faith to engage the Bible with
out fear. One commentator calls her book "an ex
cellent re-entry point for honest adult engagement 
with the Bible, whether you have been touched by 
it or burned by it (or both)." I agree with that. 

Jennifer Bird tells her readers about how her 
understanding of the Bible and being a Christian 
changed greatly during her lifetime. "I used to put 
a great deal of time into memorizing passages. I 
would then have God's words of insight and guid-

ance with me at all times," she explains, "and I 
could think and speak using God's words." 

"My relationship with Jesus," she tells us, "was 
the most important thing in my life, to the point 
where I went on dates with Jesus, from time to time, 
in college .... I was not the only person I knew do-

ing this, for it was seen as a form of piety, by 
many of my friends at the time." She even 
wore baggy clothing for the sake of not 
causing her boyfriend to stumble! Yet, she 
says, "there remained some form of tension 
or confusion for me, most intensely regard
ing the ordination of women." 

Then, however, her mother's experience 
trumped the way she had been reading the Bible 
and considering it her final rule or authority. And 
later, a friend pursuing a master's degree did some
thing that, Bird says, shook her to her core. The 
friend took the Greek text of the story about Jesus 
and Martha and Mary (Luke 10:38-42) to be say
ing that Jesus was affirming Mary not just 
for sitting at his feet but for choosing for 
herself. Even more shocking, the 
friend saw Bird as an example of 
a Martha, giving in to what oth
ers expected of her. Jennifer Bird 
wondered what other passages 
might be up for such reconsidera
tion. To find out, she moved across country and 
began a three-year Master of Divinity degree at 
Princeton Theological Seminary. 

A mixture of shock and uncertainty 

For people of faith, Bird observes, hearing of new 
views about God and the Bible often initially causes 

a mixture of shock and uncertainty. "The 

0 
shock is usually due to never having heard 
the full story before, and wondering why 
they hadn't! The uncertainty is usually 

~~-...._ due to being uncomfortable with the im
plications of the new information." 

Two things, Bird tells us, let her keep her head 
above water during her changes. First was the as
surance that God had given her her mind, thus it 
had to be okay to apply it to her faith. Second, she 
realized that if God and the Bible were worth her 
devotion, they could handle her intellectual pur
suits and questions. "It is the ultimate statement of 
respect for God," she realized, "to take ideas about 
God and the Bible so seriously." 
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Now, in her teaching, Jennifer Bird continually 
sees faithful, smart students go from looking con
cerned to looking relieved when she assures them 
it is okay to think about these things for themselves. 
"It was as if they had been waiting for years for 
the 'go ahead' to apply their minds to 
what they saw on the pages of the Bible!" ,. . 
Her book therefore encourages Christians ' ; · 
to "go ahead, take the Bible into your own ,.;_ · 
hands, and consider all these things for l 
yourself." And if they feel they need 
someone's explicit permission, she's giving it. 

Her book addresses several topics that Christians 
often wonder about, and discusses in easy-to-read, 
often witty language what the Bible really says 
about them. These include what the Bible is and 
isn't, what really happened in the garden, "cover

ups and edited stories," women, sex, and 
violence. The book would be ideal for 
use in one of the many church classes 

or study groups to whom the church 
has never spoken openly in such a way. 

Seeking a better way 

Another Christian who is advocating change of 
a similar kind is Brian D. McLaren. In The Great 
Spiritual Migration: How the World's Largest Reli
gion Is Seeking a Better Way to Be Christian (Con
vergent Books, 2016), he observes that 
"unfortunately, religion often becomes 
more of a cage than a guide, holding 
us back rather than summoning us on
ward, a buff er to constructive change 
rather than a catalyst for it." 1"•o!u -1• 

What I ref erred to in last month's Connections 
as a change of focus, he calls a spiritual migration, 
and he sees it happening already. He readily ac
knowledges all of the problems currently happen
ing in the world, but he sees something else too, 
and he welcomes it. "In this pivotal moment, some-

thing else is happening. Within each tradition, un
settling but needed voices are aris
ing-prophetic voices." 

"The call to Christian disciple
ship," McLaren reminds us, "is a 
call to get going, to move forward." Yet right now, 
in his opinion, "for a lot of people, Christianity is 
malfunctioning, seriously so, and it's not pretty." 

A way of life, not a system of beliefs 

For centuries, he points out, Christianity has 
been presented as a system of beliefs. It has pre
sented itself, he observes, "as an 'organized reli
gion' - a change-averse institution or set of insti
tutions that protects and promotes a timeless sys-

tem of beliefs that were handed down fully 
formed in the past. Yet Chris
tianity's actual history is a story of 
change and adaptation." 

"What would it mean," Brian McLaren asks, 
"for Christians to rediscover their faith not as a 
problematic system of beliefs, but as a just and gen
erous way of life, rooted in contemplation and ex
pressed in compassion, that makes amends for its 
mistakes and is dedicated to beloved community 
for all? Could Christians migrate from defining their 
faith as a system of beliefs to expressing it as a lov
ing way of life?" He thinks they can. He hopes they 
can, and he sees some evidence of Christians do
ing it. "We are migrating toward a profound con
version in Christian faith," in his opinion. "We' re 
seeking a change in the content, not 
just the can; in substanee, not just ~ 
in style or structure." ~ 

"A lot of us have a little inner fun
damentalist perched on our right shoul
der," McLaren observes, "and he is scold
ing us right now." That inner fundamentalist tells 
us that Christian faith was defined once and for 
all by Jesus and the apostles, and that it is encoded 
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in the creeds and preserved by religious leaders and 
institutions. Our generation's duty, therefore, says 
the inner fundamentalist, is to hand it down faith
fully without change. "My inner fundamentalist," 
McLaren tells us, "intimidated me with this 
kind of talk for much of my early life." 

McLaren readily acknowledges that 
the message of Jesus is a given and must 
never be lost. But he has come to recognize that in 
important ways his inner fundamentalist misled 
him about the message. It "assumed that what our 
grandparents and parents gave us was exactly the 
same treasure given by Jesus and the apostles." 

The inner fundamentalist" didn't realize how of
ten through history we Christians have tampered 
with the original gift, how often we've weighed it 
down with baggage or suppressed some parts of it 
and exaggerated others, how often we've said the 
words but missed the point." 

"Our problem," in McLaren's opinion, "isn't sim
ply a matter of having the wrong beliefs. It's a mat

ter of believing that right beliefs are 
Ni<:ene freed 

~~:~l%~~~ what matters most ... We must under-

__ :?. ____ -}:_:°_@_· stand the essence of our faith to be 
_ _ something other than a list of opinions, ___ .. , ____ .. ... 

___ ,,_ ... _ _.._ .. .. propositions, or statements that our 
groups hold but cannot prove." 

Time to learn a lesson from science 

"It's high time," in Brian McLaren's view, "for 
religious communities to learn a lesson from sci
ence." But this doesn't mean taking current find
ings of science as the last word on any subject. In
stead, from science we need to learn the method by 
which it constantly upgrades what it says. Learn
ing the lesson means being willing and able to be 
corrected when new evidence appears. 

'1?, McLaren asks, could we do 
that in our religion? "Could we 
allow our beliefs to be open to test
ing and improvement? Could we say • • 
that our religious communities are held together not 
by forever subscribing to the same beliefs, but by 
forever upholding the same passion to learn, even 
if new learning requires regularly admitting we 
were previously wrong?" 

"It would be dangerous for a Christian leader to 
say this," McLaren admits, 11because even admit
ting the possibility that our beliefs might be wrong 
could set the heresy watchdogs growling and howl-

ing. But it would also be dangerous not to say this, 
because presuming to be error-free would send 
most thoughtful people looking for the door." Real 
church leaders, especially ordained ones, are called 
to take on these dangers, not avoid them. 

To see how this kind of change has already hap
pened to a great extent in the U.S., look at the re
port on II America's Changing Religious Identity," 
from the Public Religion Research Institute. Look 
also at the newest report from the Pew Research 
Center. It shows that the percentage of adults who 
describe themselves as Christians has dropped by 
nearly eight percentage points in just seven years. 

The doorway to a new beginning 

B 
Brian McLaren is confident that even 

though change may seem harmful at 
first, it can be helpful in the long run. 
"Even if the worst imaginable thing hap
pens," he feels, 11 even if our traditional 

religious architecture crumbles - physically or con
ceptually - even then, God can raise something 
beautiful from the rubble. The end is not the end. 
It's actually the doorway to a new beginning." 

He emphasizes, however, that merely fighting 
the existing reality is not the answer. 11To change 
something," he assures his readers, 11build a new 
model that makes the existing model obsolete." 

The needed change in the church, he empha
sizes, "begins with individuals like you and me de
fecting from the conventional system that preoc
cupies itself with correct- beliefs. But we don't just 
drop out, pledging mushy allegiance to an unde
fined spirituality without religion. Rather, we pas
sionately commit ourselves to make 
love our highest aim, and we get 
organized to turn that commit
ment into reality through prac
tice - in a community of practice." 

11Could it be," Brian McLaren asks, 11that now is 
the time, at long last, for Christians to migrate to 
the vision shared by its original founder and his 
original followers?" He thinks the answer is yes, 
and so do I. "What I believe can and should hap
pen is that tens of thousands of congregations will 
become what I call 'schools' or 'studios' of love," 
McLaren explains. "What I care about is whether 
they are teaching people to live a life of love, from 
the heart, from God, for all people (no exceptions), 
and for all creation." ~ 




