Snake Oil and Good News

On August 1, Vicar Lara, Luann, and I took a field trip in time and place to experience The Church Basement Roadshow – A Rollin’ Gospel Revival at Marble Collegiate Church in Manhattan.  Dressed in period costume from 1908, three leaders of the emergent church movement combined the style and ambiance of early 20th Century traveling revivals with a vision of the church’s witness and mission in the 21st Century.  They alternated between their 1908 characters (pitching Balm of Gilead and energetically singing upbeat songs that were both amusing and poignant) and their 21st Century selves (sharing with us narratives about their own lives and experiences).  Our three revivalists take the church of today to task for too often losing sight of the apostolic witness and mission, recorded in scripture, and instead, seeking it’s raison d'être in a combination of Gnostic and Enlightenment influenced doctrinal formulations, or in the construction and maintenance of monolithic institutions.  The consequences have often been a manifestation of Christianity that stands in sharp contrast to the witness of scripture.

+++

Doug Pagitt (aka “Big Brother” Duke Arnold) is the founder of what is now Emergent Village (http://www.emergentvillage.com/ ), and both founder and pastor of Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis, MN.  He told of his childhood, growing up in a family of “intentional nonchurchgoers”
: “There was a church on nearly every corner that we didn’t go to on purpose.”  But, while a junior in high school, Pagitt had a conversion experience when a “born again” friend of his invited him to see a passion play performance.

“The lights went down and the play started.  As I watched the scenes from Jesus’ life, I had this kind of déjà vu moment: I knew this story.  The events themselves were new to me, but they had a strange familiarity to them – the kindness of Jesus, the loneliness of seeming abandonment, God standing with the weak.

Then they got to the resurrection.  Now there was a twist I didn’t see coming.  I had no idea something could trump the unbelievable and startling ‘Father forgive them’ line Jesus screamed from the cross.  But then Jesus came back and something inside me burst open with hope.

This was what I had longed for, what I’d needed to be true.  There was God alongside the tortured and beaten Jesus.  There was God on the side of people, bringing about goodness even in the midst of horror, betrayal, and struggle.  There was God inviting people to join in the redemption of it all.  There was God outdoing my vigilante, Billy Jack faith with something far better.”

As his faith and understanding matured, Pagitt perceived that the Christianity prevailing in America at the end of the 20th Century seemed wholly focused on answering questions we no longer ask, and refused to seriously consider questions we could no longer ignore.  There was strong pressure to preserve the status quo, and to discourage any serious reappraisal of the church’s mission or practice vis-à-vis the apostolic witness of scripture and how that witness speaks to our world today.  And about this kind of Christianity, he noted: “It too often creates a culture that is unintentionally hurtful to far too many people.”  That kind of Christianity “is a stagnant, exclusive club for those who are satisfied with ill fitting answers meant for issues of a different age”.

“I have a responsibility to break the no-talk rules and say what I believe the good news has been about all along.  I am as responsible as anyone for the faith I profess.  If I want to be a full participant in Christianity, I need to stop complaining about the beliefs articulated by others and make my contribution instead.  In doing so, I am following the true legacy of this family.”

“It [Christianity] has always been the dynamic interplay between the Spirit of God and the lives and cultures of people.  It is meant to be a real-life journey of discovering, wondering, answering, and questioning.”

“… I believe in a Christianity were nothing is left out and no one is left behind, where humanity participates with God in the redemption of the world; where sin is more than a legal problem to be judged but a relational problem that can be healed; where we pursue harmony, centered on Jesus the Messiah, the Jew, whose life, death, and resurrection allow us to live well with God; where the Bible draws us into a story of life and healing; where we find hope for this life and life ever after; where love is alive, where love drives out fear, where love propels us toward lives lived for the betterment of all the world.”

+++

Tony Jones (aka “The Professor” Anthony Bower Hawthorne) is the national coordinator for Emergent Village and a doctoral fellow in practical theology at Princeton Theological Seminary.  He offered us a summary of how churches’ obsessions with bureaucratic interests or polemics have diverted our attention from a serious engagement with the Spirit of God calling us to mission in the Way of Jesus of Nazareth, at a time when there is a genuine longing for spiritual nurture and meaning in a world that has lost faith in the pseudo-theology of Enlightenment modernism (a loss of confidence in pure reason and science to answer all our questions and to guarantee our “progress” from generation to generation).  In the “post-modern” era, many are desperate for certainty in an uncertain world; for security in a time of violence, both near and far; for hope in the face of social, economic, and environmental forces apparently beyond our control; and for meaning and purpose in a world of competing philosophical, religious, and political claims, many designed to appeal to our most selfish interests.

Enter the emergent church movement: “The desire of the emergents is to live Christianly, to build something wonderful for the future on the legacy of the past.”
  Familiar denominational structures and left-vs.-right polemics are increasingly suspect and found wanting by more and more post-modern people.

“But what led to the emergent church movement?  Disaffection with the theologies, attitudes, and institutions of American church life surely played a part, particularly with the poles of left and right that have become so prominent in the last quarter-century.  Often segregated into the “mainline left” and the “evangelical right”, they’ve both got irresolvable problems, from an emergent perspective.”

The mainline churches have suffered the fate of so many large monolithic institutions; despite their benefits, such as “organizing society and preserving communal wisdom”,

“…bureaucracies also do two other things well: grow more bureaucratic tentacles and attract bureaucrats.  So a crust of bureaucracy grew over the gospel impulses of the denominational founders, thickening over a century to the point that according to conservatives, the gospel has been suffocated right out of the mainline denominations.”

As one member of the United Church of Christ noted, “We used to be a group of revolutionaries.  Now we’re a group of resolutionaries.”

Evangelical Protestantism as we know it in America emerged in the 1940’s as a reaction to a combination of post-Civil War upheavals in both church and society, and the growing acceptance and influence of critical and historical methods in biblical studies.  Seeking a way between the two “extremes” of liberalism and fundamentalism (both of which bought into the now suspect Enlightenment definition of “truth”), evangelicals emphasized inviting Jesus Christ into one’s heart as personal Lord and Savior.  Ironically, it is that very individualistic emphasis that has handicapped the evangelicals’ goal of stemming the moral dissolution of America.

“The primary emphasis of evangelicalism is the conversion of the individual, but that emphasis has also handicapped evangelicals in their attempts to tackle systemic issues like racism and poverty and thus has left them open to manipulation by political forces.”

“The church that doesn’t challenge its members to face the core ethical issues that confront them every day at work is the church that has abdicated its responsibility.  Many churches, particularly evangelical ones, make this mistake, and here’s why: too many evangelical churches have emphasized the vertical, just-me-and-Jesus relationship to the exclusion of the horizontal relationships with other human beings and with all of creation.  In fact, a major study in the 1990s showed that the individualism inherent in American evangelicalism is directly responsible for evangelicals’ inability to diagnose and solve systemic social issues like racism and abortion.”

“… as long as their relationship with Jesus was all right, everything else would take care of itself.  Questions about animal rights, or national health care, or the minimum wage, or immigration rights, aren’t theological questions.  Instead, they’re flagged as the ‘liberal agenda’.”

Dissatisfied with these two prevailing models of Christianity, the emergent church movement rejected the left-vs.-right dichotomy as a “remnant of modernity”.  Reality is more complex, and the history of Christian practice, knowledge, and wisdom is far more abundant in richness than any one faction can honestly claim to possess.  Emergents “practice a generous orthodoxy that appreciates the contributions of all Christian movements”.

“… the constant posturing [of] the left and the right often seems more successful at raising money than it does at actually solving problems.  With reactionaries on the one side and resolutionaries on the other, emergents are attempting to reclaim Jesus’ role in society: revolutionary.”

+++

Mark Scandrette (aka “The Preacher” Alan Lockwood Withee) is the executive director and cofounder of ReIMAGINE, a center for spiritual formation in San Francisco, and a founding member of SEVEN, a community working as advocates for holistic and integrative Christian spirituality.  He shared with us his experiences living in an intentional Christian community with his family and friends, trying to manifest in their communal lives and daily practices the Way of Jesus of Nazareth.  Having moved to San Francisco with this intention, and acknowledging the disparity “between the dominant reputation of Christianity [e.g. inquisitions, religious wars, homophobia] and the life of Christ and the early church”
, they formed a community that “desperately wanted to be people who embodied the revolution of the kingdom of love – offering an apologetic for the authenticity of the Way of Jesus as an alternative to mainstream Christianity.” 

“We were drawn to the communal nature of the primitive church and the power, solidarity, and compassion followers of Jesus exhibited under persecution during the Roman Empire.”

“We found that one of the best ways for our group to learn the Way of Jesus was by trying to imitate his example through some tangible exercise or activity… there is a depth of understanding that can only be achieved through conscious activity.”

Experimenting with radical openness and hospitality, Mark and his friend Joseph befriended an elderly man Joseph had met on a bus and who seemed lonely.  Upon visiting the man for the first time at his makeshift home in an old school bus, they discovered that their new friend was both emotionally and psychologically disturbed.  He was frail, toothless, and prematurely aged.  Living tenuously on the fringes of reality, he called himself Emperor Arcadia and was convinced that his “robust health and longevity” were the consequence of a daily routine of abusing narcotics and drinking his own urine.  Mark described the crowded contents of the emperor’s home/bus as a collection of “soiled clothes, salvaged computer monitors, and buckets of urine.”  “A mix of curious smells strained my nose for recognition.”

Despite their revulsion, Mark and Joseph did their best to follow the Way of Jesus in their relationship with the emperor.  They attempted polite conversation and inquiries about the emperor, his life, and his time in San Francisco.  Every foray they made was met with evasion, and finally outrage, when the emperor learned they were disciples of Jesus.  After being abruptly dismissed, Mark and Joseph reflected on the failure of their attempt to establish relationships with people on the margins, as Jesus did.

Months later, after a chance meeting and equally frustrating engagement with the emperor, Mark and Joseph debated their efforts:

“We had previously written him off because we didn’t see much hope for change in his life.  He also didn’t make us feel rewarded for our efforts.  ‘Is an act of love only significant because of the change it produces?  Or, can the meaning be in the act itself?’

… we thought of Jesus’ teachings about giving to others without expecting anything in return and the fact that God is kind, even to the ungrateful (Luke 6:35).  We realized that as followers of the Way, we were being invited to love the emperor despite his prickly hostility and highly unusual personal habits.”

Over the next six months, they persisted in their intentional friendship, and gradually the emperor came to trust them and reveal more about himself, and the both tragic and colorful, even celebrity, life he had lived.  They offered him companionship, help with regular chores, and even provided him with personal grooming and care.  In addition to his deteriorating health and confinement to a wheelchair, the owner of the property where the emperor squatted with his bus had taken legal action to have him evicted, and Mark and Joseph took the initiative to advocate for the emperor with the health department and social services, while also trying to convince the emperor to move into an assisted living facility.  Ominously, the emperor informed them of his decision to kill himself on New Year’s Eve.

On the appointed day, Mark and Joseph found the emperor in a stupor, lying in a pool of his own waste.  Strewn on the floor, were tablets of Phenobarbital and a bottle of vodka.  In the emergency room, having been stabilized, the emperor demanded to know why Mark and Joseph had saved his life, “Why do you care about me?”  

“Slowly I lifted my hand and began to caress his bald head.  ‘Emperor, we are all loved’”.

Because Mark, Joseph, and their small Christian community were the only friends or family the emperor had, Mark provided the hospital psychologist with as much background information as he had to help her.  When their interview concluded, the psychologist asked,

“’What exactly is your role in the neighborhood?’  I explained that Joseph and I were part of a small church community trying to imitate the example of Jesus by making friends with lonely people.  ‘That sounds like the kind of church I would love to join,’ she replied.”

� All quotations from Doug Pagitt are from his book A Christianity Worth Believing: Hope-filled, Open-armed, Alive-and-well Faith for the Left Out, Left Behind, and Let Down in us All, published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 2008
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