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Not in Kansas Any More: The Changing Matrix of our Culture
In the year 2008 you can find any number of single reasons why people reject the Gospel.  I don’t pretend to have the single right answer, not only because there isn’t one, but because for many people their rejection of the Gospel is not even something they can ascribe to a single factor.  It is more a question of why the movement of the Gospel (in Navigator speak we like to say advancement) is both so difficult and, in many corners, so feared.  
The past several years have seen an explosion in atheist books.  From Christopher Hitchens to Richard Dawkins to Sam Harris the atheists are on the attack.  And yes, their books have sold relatively well.  But in fact, people are not really buying atheism either.  Our present culture knows that there are big things out there (thus atheism is simply intellectually untenable), but there are so many barriers to the search and answer to the question of “who is god and what does god mean in our world.”
I am whimsically titled this session: Postmodernism, Pluralism and Bears, Oh my!” because we now live and do ministry in an America where many of the assumptions that undergirded our own conversions or our past ministry success have changed. Oh, it didn’t happen overnight.  And it wasn’t just one thing.  But there have been a series of major shifts that have made advancing the Gospel in America more difficult and, dare I say it, more slippery even when it does advance.  Welcome to ministry in the 21st century.

No Single Factor

Two years ago I was asked to address this same conference and speak about only one thing – postmodernism (sorry, since my hard drive crashed, I no longer have that handout).  In 2006 we were already fifteen or more years into the postmodernism craze (or craziness).  Some authors are already saying we are “post-post-modernism,” which is not really the point.  One of the mistakes that the church can make (and the rest of the world makes it to) is to look for a single easy explanation to what is wrong with the current situation, define that problem, fix it and move on.  But of course life is never that easy, and we live in a culture that is very dynamic, very complex, and very very messy.  I don’t think that postmodernism is “behind us,” but I do think that it is competing with other factors for the prize of being the most difficult challenge to ministry.  

In addition to postmodernism we have rampant (and very angry) pluralism, that seeks to create a culture of “lowest common denominator agreement.”  Then there is materialism. Who says money cannot buy love.  For many Americans their credit card debt and stuff-filled houses tell another story.  And then there is child of these three other factors – radical egalitarianism.  No, I am not talking about whether women should be in ministry in the local church.  For our culture that is so 19th century.  No, radical egalitarianism is the idea that everyone, every thought, every idea, and even every outcome is equally valid.   While these do not exhaust the cultural challenges that lie before us as we try and advance the Gospel in America, they will help us to map out both the difficulties and the places of opportunity to work alongside the Holy Spirit (and I apologise if I give the impression that the success of our ministries is entirely up to us, it is always the Spirit who convicts and converts, but I am merely here trying to speak to the challenges our enemy places before us as we serve in the power of the Spirit).

Postmodernism

How do you define postmodernism?  Actually that is a trick question, because any real postmodern would tell you that attempt to define things are merely an attempt of violence over concepts that derive their meaning only each unique context.  No really, I heard that at a lecture a few years back.  And the author meant it.  But, we need at least a working definition.  So here goes: postmodernism is a challenge to modernity brought about because of the excesses of modernity. The core components are:
· “there is nothing outside of the text” (written by the Algerian French philosopher Derrida)

· “Incredulity towards metanarratives” (written by Lyotard, a French post WWII philosopher and literary theorist)

· “Power is knowledge” (written by Foucault, a French expert on social institutions)

Okay, the first thing you notice is that American antipathy towards the French has good grounds!  However, it is not by accident that the French are the ones who gifted postmodernism to the Western world.
  Postmodernism has several grandfathers as it were, especially Romanticism (think of Roseau walking the streets of Paris with his pet lobster, mostly because it made him feel good and cool). Then there were the works of the two great, if very odd, German philosophers, Arthur Schopenhauer and Friedrich Nietzsche, who focused so very much on the role of power, and how it is used by the other (whether it be the “will to live” or only those who desire control). These were all voices in the wind, pointing out flaws in the narrative of modernity: betterment, social evolution, rational truth as the only truth, and the perfection of humanity. 
When you think about it, modernity has done a lot of great things. It has given us scientific breakthroughs, better health care (remember, it is less than two centuries ago that the use of leaches was still prescribed), more connectivity across continents, and democratic institutions.  “That ain’t nothing!” as one of my M.B.A. professors used to say when he was trying to disprove a thesis.  Of course, modernity has also failed to bring about its great promise.  There is still great poverty and suffering, history is still written by the winners, and it isn’t like we ever got real close to that “perfection of humankind” thing.  No single force brought about the birth of postmodernity than the two World Wars fought across the plains and fields of France.  
One of my personal favourite things to do when I am in either the U.K., France or Germany is to go into villages or suburbs (which have been swallowed up by the great metropolises) and find their war memorials.  There you find the names of entire generations of youth that were bled away on the battlefields of those two wars.  Now remember, this was at the height of the promise of modernity.  All that ingenuity and know-how got turned into…better ways to kill.  The horrific numbers of those two wars is precisely because of the role of technology.  So perhaps it is not surprising that out of this milieu we would see the core components of modernity attacked. 

What does it mean to say there is nothing outside of the text?  This is the “deconstruction” thingy that gets thrown around by people at parties trying to sound smart. It has to do with the role of interpretation. At its most obscene form, you get two responses that are both very damaging to the Christian message.  The first is that, if indeed there is nothing outside the text, then in the end there is not even a creation, only a set of texts that contain what we think is real.  Think the old idea that our world is just a marble inside another world, inside an another world….you get the picture.  In the end there is no transcendent anything, least of all a creator. 
The more prevalent but also challenging idea is that of “reader response,” which detaches the meaning of a text, a story, a painting or anything medium of communication from the work of the author, and instead make the reader’s response to the text (or whatever) not only most important, but the only valid response in a discussion.  Now of course, we all do interpretation.  We have all preached or taught about a passage and made the jumps from what the text “says” clearly to what we know the text to “mean.”  But there are rules for this.  As the late Stanley Grenz used to say, “We have to figure out, as best we can, the meaning of the text in its original setting, and only then can we build upwards, and only then as the foundation can support it.” But, at its worst, and as it is practiced now in many English and History classes in high schools and colleges, those rules are thrown out and all that matters is the way the text is interpreted by a given community (postmoderns love to throw out the word community, they don’t really mean it, but they love to say it) or individual.  Clearly this means that how we preach, and how we help and encourage people to embrace the truths of the Christian message and the Bible.
What does it mean to have incredulity towards metanarratives (when was the last time you heard a normal person say the word incredulity in a conversation anyways)?  Put simply – there are not overarching stories that can answer the key questions of life, the universe and everything.  This is one of the elements of postmodernism that has served to create an opening for Christianity in the postmodern world.  It was only a short generation ago that the biggest opponent of the Christian message was “scientism,” the belief of those like Carl Sagan who said, “matter is all there is.”  For most of the 20th century great physicists and scientists in other fields were busy trying to find the “unifying theory” of everything. That is what Einstein spent most of his last few years focused on.  But it was never forthcoming.  These people wanted science to explain all of life. Of course, it couldn’t, and never will be able to, and postmodernity has poked holes in all the hubris of the scientific worldview. Dawkins for one says that postmodernism is even worse that Christianity, which is saying something.  
The implications for the Gospel are actually pretty good, because, at least in its pure form, it places the importance on the narrative itself as a story with internal logic.  Lyotard was an enemy of science in many ways, and it was science that tore apart the grand narrative of the story from Genesis to Revelation.  Now, the problem is that this idea, “incredulity to metanarratives” has been translated as “there are no great stories.”  Thus, Christianity is to be dismissed precisely because it is a great story.  The key is that it affirms what is probably the highest value of the generation beginning in 1970 – cynicism.  If there are no great stories, well then, it affirms our basic predilection (rooted in our individual desire to do whatever the heck we want to do) that all stories are relative, and thus all truth is as well.  Of course, this is the greatest argument against postmodernism, that all truth is relative. But, if you read carefully what both Derrida and Lyotard said, that is now the case. It is merely that truth is so very hard to get – trapped in interpretation and without a single narrative to explain everything – that it is practically relative.  But rather than try and approach truth, the cheap postmodernism in America says “all truth is relative” and then goes and does what it wants.
Which brings us to the whole question of “power” (our friend Foucault).  It is from this belief that we develop the phrase that you have probably heard before, “a hermeneutic of suspicion” (if you heard this you must have been at a party with either recent college graduates or someone just back from Paris).  Earlier I said that the generation 1970 and after is marked by cynicism. It is also marked by a deep distrust of everything except it seems credit card offers and weight-loss programs.  If everything that is said, done, projected, and acted is based on a desire to control knowledge for the sake of those in power, then you can understand why people grow to distrust the pronouncement of anyone outside of your group of friends.  Think back to the era of the Cold War, which created any number of jokes from behind the Iron Curtain:
After the Soviet invasion in 1968, a Czech calls the police on the phone and says, "Two Swiss soldiers just stole my Russian watch."  The policeman, puzzled, asks: "You mean two Russian soldiers just stole your Swiss watch?"  "You said it not me," the Czeh replies.

Shortly after the 1968 invasion, a Czech man and another man were standing on a street corner in Prague.  Across the street were two automobiles—a Mercedes sedan and a Moskovich.  The man turns to the Czech and says "which of those cars do you like best?"  The Czech replies: "the Moskovich."  The other man says to the Czech, "don't you know your cars?" The Czech replies "I know my cars, but I don't know you." 
Pravda ran a special report after one of its reporters returned from Copenhagen and reported that economic conditions were very bad in Denmark. Surprised, one reader wrote in to point out that Danish store windows were full of goods. "Oh. yes," conceded the reporter, "but the Danish people have no money to buy. There were no lines in front of the stores."
When people grow to distrust what those in positions of power are saying, you lose cultural and social cohesion.  Our very nature of protecting the individual, added to a desire to believe what makes us happy, gives credence to the cheap version of postmodernism that says, “be suspicious of everything.”  Or, to use a phrase from an earlier generation, “Don’t believe anyone over 30” (though today, its, don’t believe anyone who makes more than $30,000).  In this climate it is easy to understand why some believe that “apologetics is dead!” 
This is just a brief overview of Postmodernism. But as I said earlier, it does not work alone in creating challenges to the movement of the Gospel, though I think its counterparts all find a lot of connection with postmodernism. First, let’s look at pluralism.

We are all God’s Children – Pluralism and the Emptying of Religious Meaning

It is hard as a Christian not to be thankful for a pluralistic environment in our country.  Having studied the travails of the non-conformist faith groups in England after the establishment of Anglicanism, being on the unapproved list, while perhaps creating more serious disciples, also makes life very very hard.  What is more, when the name of Christ is attached to the pronouncement of the government, neither side benefits.  When people think of religious pluralism, they often think of the nasty wars of religion after the Reformation and how in the name of pure religion (be it Catholic or Reformed or Lutheran or Anabaptist) thousands upon thousands were killed so that this or that prince or king may have sovereignty over people’s religious decisions.  OF course it was always more complex than that, but if we are honest, the thought of Christians from another side of the family or Jews or Muslims being killed, exiled, denied jobs, denied housing and the like is horrific. Our very own founding pilgrims came to America in order to find tolerance for their non-conformists ways. It is not surprising thus that since its inception the United States has been a place of refuge for every disliked religious group in the world.  Pluralism, as a national religion, works!

But does it work for Christianity?  Think back to what you may have heard on the remembrances of 9/11 either this year or in past years.  Do you notice the subtle message that all those who died on that horrific day are now in heaven with God?  Again, as a nation, we like that.  We want our political and cultural martyrs to find safe passage into the afterlife, the American Valhalla.  Would any pastor dare state that, while we cannot speak for anyone’s eternal destiny (that is indeed above our pay grade) that we can only assure those who were in Christ that their loved ones have found a pleasant afterlife?  I don’t have the courage!

Pluralism as culture means that we embrace the best in each other, which is not a bad thing.  It means that all religious are treated (ideally) with reverence and that the beliefs of each individual sect or group are respected and given seriousness.  But that is not the way pluralism plays out.  Instead we go to the lowest common denominator, finding those things that are true about all religions, and lifting those things up as the great central truths.  It is a little like deciding on a blind date to marry the person because you both use salt on your food.  Yes, you share that in common, but that does not make you equal.

On the practical side we now face a world where not only do most people assume they are going to heaven, but that statements of exclusivity, which are common to all religions, are deemed out of bounds, and thus emphasizing uniqueness brings charges of intolerance.  Why yes, it is intolerant, and in a pluralistic environment only the intolerant is unacceptable.  Whereas postmodernism has a primary effect on the intellectual elite and only a trickle-down effect through media, education and the like on how people view the world, pluralism is a mainstream value, even among evangelical Christians, where the recent Pew Survey of Religion seemed to indicate that many evangelicals believe there are multiple paths to heaven.
For a good definition of pluralism on the ground, I turn to Leslie Newbigin, the great missional writer of the 1980s and 1990s in the U.K.  Newbigin has defined pluralism in the following way, “[Pluralism] holds that variety and diversity are positive good, and denial of variety and diversity is bad.  In its extreme form, pluralism opposes syncretism, i.e., the combining of various traditions.  Rather, it so affirms the integrity of a given approach to life that any attempt to change it is considered a moral violation.”
  

The pluralism that made America not only a safe place to practice one’s religion but also to share and advance one’s religion in the 18th and 19th centuries began to change in the early 20th century, with an intentional movement to create a civil society built against the worst of modernity.  This modern version developed as an attempt to minimize the harsh side of modernity by many in the educational institutions.  William James and others began to espouse the view that pluralism would provide the social backdrop to allow immigrants in America and other minorities to cope with the demands of modernity.  James said that, “Faith thus remains as one of the inalienable rights of our mind.  Of course, it must remain a practical, and not a dogmatic attitude.  It must go with toleration of other faiths, with the search for the most probably, 
and with the full consciousness of responsibilities and risks.” 

Add to this the globalization of the past twenty to thirty years, with its immigration, and now today your neighbor on one of the four corners is likely to be from a faith group that is foreign to your experience.  Right kiddy-corner from The Navigators is an apartment complex where a large percentage of Indian nationals working for Verizon live while they work as programmers.  Pluralism is now no longer a form of Judeo-Christian ecumenism, but is dealing with your co-workers, neighbors and children’s friends from school.  How do we get along?  Must we get along?  We do if we want both a stable society and a prosperous economy (many of our forms of pluralism that we have today were pushed in both the U.S. and the U.K. by big multinational corporations that understand that fighting over religion is simply not good for business). 
Pluralism, at its core, embraces the principle of tolerance.  We would all agree that tolerance is a commendable value in most circumstances, but we cannot agree that tolerance should be maintained in all situations. God is a holy God, and there are things that He will not tolerate.  

Pluralistic tolerance means that no one is allowed to say that anyone’s approach to life is wrong.  In pluralism, tolerance is the primary value—trumping all other values, especially the search for truth and the importance of meaning in people’s lives.  What we are left with is the inability to aid anyone in the search for what is real.  
Even though believers now literally live alongside people from every faith on earth, we have become very hesitant and filled with doubt about spreading the Gospel.  Our own concerns about tolerance have had a profound influence on our ability to advance the Gospel.  As Newbigin points out, “It has not taken long for them to discover that many of these Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, and Muslims are devout and godly people, whose religion means much more to them than Christianity means to the majority of [them].  If what matters about religious beliefs is not the factual truth of what they affirm but the sincerity with which they are held; if religious belief is a matter of personal inward experience rather than an account of what is objectively the case, then there are certainly no grounds for thinking that Christians have any right—much less any duty—to seek the conversion of these neighbors to the Christian faith.”

On the other hand, when we cannot have discussions about our own convictions and what we believe to be true, that becomes an impediment to the spread of the Gospel that must be overcome in love.  With Peter we must say, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; for we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:19–20).  
Materialism and Consumerism – Who Says You Can’t Buy Me Love

I want to say just a quick word about the other two big factors in this culture matrix.  The first of these is very hard to talk about because I am very guilt of it myself. That is materialism, or what some others call consumerism.  For one thing, as soon as you start talking about this topic you sound anti-capitalist, and I am not one.  Human beings have tried just about every system known to man to provide the general benefit through exchange, and the only one with even a decent track record is capitalism.  But we are now entering a new era, one where basic needs are no longer the issue.  If our economy was designed to merely meet basic needs, it would be much much smaller.  No, today we live in an environment where desires and wants are translated into needs, and where have a lot of money is the life goal of 74% of 2004 college freshmen, up from 45% among the same group in 1967.
   Yep, the good life, with lots of money and lots of stuff, which has always had an allure for some in the population, has gone main stream.  I mean, how can you possibly host a Super Bowl party without 50 inch High-Def flat plasma screen with in room surround sound.  Don’t you know things have changed?
Why have they changed?  Well, for one, we now have more ways of helping to create desires and turn them into needs.  I am old enough to have been in school with only four television channels – and that included PBS.  Today we have several hundred on our DirectTV, and we don’t even watch more than a few hours a week!  Add to that internet, movies, radio (both free and satellite), magazines, billboards and the rest  and all of a sudden you have constant inflow of information about how your life can be better, and how you need this or that. 

But these messages would fall on deaf ears is we in America had a better sense of who we are and what kind of person we want to be.  In the late 1980s when I was doing my undergrad and then again in the 1990s while doing my M.B.A. I did a lot of study on the concept of “Identity Marketing.”  The goal behind such marketing is to get the consumer to realize that without your product they are a no-body, or, at least, to realize that their life will be incomplete as a human life without this or that item.  This was during the time that a number of social surveys were being produced that pointed to the breakdown of traditional ways of communicating identity to children and families.  Gone were larger nuclear families and the larger extended families (U.S. birthrates are the highest in the industrialized world, but well below what they were in the baby boom era).  Gone too were people’s connections to civic groups like Elks Clubs, Boy Scouts, and the like  And of course, church attendance, which peaked in the late 1950s and early 1960s, has seen a slow and steady decline, especially in mainline denominations.  How many people under 40 would tell you that they are a cradle Presbyterian?  Or Baptist?  Even the old college connections that served to create identity among many middle-class white collar families were lessening. This was best captured in the book Bowling Alone by Robert Putnam.  

So how do you decide who you are now?  In steps marketing, consumerism, and the “good life.”  It also feeds into the radical individualism that has always, both for good and bad, been part of our culture.  How bad has it gotten? Listen to this from the excellent book, Generation ME:

Materialism is the most obvious outcome of the straightforward, practical focus on the self: you want more thins for yourself.  You feel entitled to get the best in life: the best clothes, the best house, the best car.  You’re special; you deserve special things. Seventeen-year-old Jocelyn Bower’s uncle, Kevin Arnett, bought her a $8,25 Versace grown to wear to her high school prom.  Arnett explains, “She’s a very good girl, one of a kind, and she should have it.”  Next year, Jocelyn says, “We’ll hopefully go back to Versace and get an even more expense dress!”  This might be unusually extravagant, but it’s clear that the day of a $100 dress and a dance in the gym are over. Prom Guide magazine says that the average high school couple spend $800 for their prom night, up from $300 per couple five years ago.

Now, yes, materialism is a problem, not least of which because people are busy trying to create an identity for themselves outside of God. But lets us be honest…today more and more people are finding enough of an existence, enough of an identity in their stuff, that they are actually “getting by” as people with their stuff being their defining identity.  

Think about the implication for your church.  You think that the demand by younger people for an express cart in the Narthex is just whining?  To them, they deserve it, and you know what, they can just skip church and go to Starbucks. After all, there they can get to choose from 19,000 combinations…what can you offer?

What we can offer is a more rooted, deep and sustaining identity, the identity as a new creation, a child of God, a co-heir with Christ.  But in a world where you can have the feeling of being Jay Cutler dropping back in the pocket in Madden 2009, would you make that trade?

We Are All Learners Now – Radical Egalitarianism and the Loss of Excellence
Confession time from your author. I left a church at least in part because they had, as their values in the church mission statement, “God loves excellence.”  Now, that is probably among the worst reasons one has ever left a church.  But, its is true, and it was not just me who left for that reason. Several of our friends were deeply offended by this arrogant emphasis on “excellence.”  Why? Why does that bother us?

Well, if you have been as thoroughly dipped in postmodernism, pluralism, and consumerism as many of us have been you will probably embrace something that few talk about but which has major implications for the Gospel in our society.  It is called radical egalitarianism, and is something I never knew I embraced until I read the very important book by Morris Berman called Twilight of the American Culture.  Professor Berman points out this is an American phenomenon (that has also begun to spread to the U.K. and other English speaking countries).  
What does it mean?  Well, it is the essential belief that we are all equal (isn’t that what the Declaration of Independence says, it must be true).  Therefore, no one is on a higher ground than another.  No one thing can be claimed to be “excellent” because that is all your own perspective (see postmodernism’s influence).  There really cannot be “winners” and “losers” because we know that really, everyone is equal.  Have you ever been in a classroom setting where the teacher said, “we are all co-learners together”?  I have been. In retrospect, I suppose I should have asked for the university to pay me, since I was clearly co-teaching it, right?

The following citation is about formal education, but think about how your preaching, your teaching, your leading of a Bible study and the like are impacted by these views:

But sometimes GenMe takes the questioning of authority a little too far.  Education professor Maureen Stout tell the story of a young man in her class who did not turn in his research paper.  “After a lot of excuses and argument he finally came out with it,” Stout writes.  “He believed he was entitled to do just as he pleased and refused to recognize my authority, as the instructor, to determine what the assignments in the class should be.  It was as simple as that.”  In Generation X Goes to College, Peter Sacks relates his frustration with the community college students he taught after spending ten years as a journalist.  Students seemed uncomfortable with the idea that he knew more than they did, and even with the “the idea that my knowledge and skills were important or even relevant.”  Student after student balked when he corrected their essays, several complaining that his comments were “just your opinion.”

What has been lost in radical egalitarianism is the idea of authority, of beauty, of goodness, of doing your best.  Now you will hear a lot about the role of beauty in reaching the younger generation, and it is true, but it is difficult to do right because so many people have lost any sense that there is a general idea of beauty.  All is now up to the opinion of the individual, because no one has the right to say what good, excellent or any other category really are.  
And, as seen in these two stories from the classroom, the role of a “leader” in this environment, especially on something so very delicate as religion and their souls, is going to be very hard to take.  If you are funny, if you speak to their heart, if you seem like you are not offending, then they are happy to “co-learn from you.”  But once cross that line, as my old church did with saying their values were “excellence” and you can expect to stop being heard or worse, to be challenged on matters where others have little if any experience and expertise.

Is There Any Hope? – A Way Forward in an Upside Down World
I hope I have not depressed you with this quick overview.  With minds full of postmodernism, pluralism, consumerism and radical egalitarianism, how do you reach, disciple, empower, equip and launch these people into service of the advancement of the Gospel?  Well, it is going to be hard, there is no doubt.  No longer are there generally shared opinions about cultural meaning, shared viewpoints on the authority of the church, the Bible, and truth.  But we know that God is still at work, and we are seeing around the country different pockets of people whose minds are as full of this stuff as mine meeting the Lord Jesus.  So, it is not impossible.  I have made my memory verse for the year that of Matthew 19:25-26:

When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and asked, "Who then can be saved?"Jesus looked at them and said, "With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible." 

The first key is not to complain about the lack of constituency in these various viewpoints, the inherent goofiness of saying all truth is relative (as my friend fighting cancer right now told me, “I can call it a tomatoes, but its cancer and it is going to kill me if I don’t treat it!”).  But that is like, to use Lincoln’s famous phrase, “as useless as the Pope’s Bull against the Comet.”  It’s the world we live in, and it’s the world we need to work to bring the Gospel, help Christ be formed in them, and empower back into the world.  

There are a couple of things working on our side.  In his great little book of 2006, Michael Barone, who normally writes only on politics, talked about Hard America, Soft America.  Clearly these different viewpoints, these four items of the cultural matrix, work best in Soft America – you know, education, friendships, media, and the like.  But in Hard America – the military, the business world, divorce – then reality finds a way of chewing through things.  As one father I heard recently tell me, “I had to convince my daughter (a new graduate) that if she turned in the report that she had created (and he read) as is she was going to get fired.  It stunk. She was not going to get bonus points because it was on pretty paper with a nice border!” 
You hear constantly that the key to doing evangelism these days is relationships.  That is true. It has been true since the early church was limited in its public proclamation.  But we need to really think about what relationship means. It means sticking out with people even when their viewpoints are absolutely weird.  It means encouraging them. It means be honest about who you are and authentic in how you lead you life (every postmodern person over 18 has seen The Big Kahuna, and can smell when you are selling lubricant or Jesus…if you don’t know what this means, rent it, it will help you understand a lot about how we are seen).  

People raised and deeply endowed in these trends are going to face rough spots.  Who will be there for them?  They will reject the idea of excellence, of knowledge, of wisdom, but when lives are lived well in front of them, they will still ask for help, for insight, for your voice.  

And you know what else, finding middle points with people can and does serve.  You don’t have to agree that all truth is relative to agree with them the good things in other cultures, in things that seemingly are not “polished.”  We can talk about key ideas they have like justice and sacrifice because we serve the God who says like Justice roll on like a mighty river and who demonstrated sacrifice on a level they have never seen.  And we can invite these often lonely and cynical people to be part of our families.  All of which is slow and tedious, and doesn’t fit well into a weekend course on how to “win this generation.”  

I am asked, “Well then, does that mean the church has no role in reaching this generation?  Aren’t they anti-institution anyways?”  No and No!  The church has a major role, because right now, at least according to Barna and others like him, the biggest repellant of the Gospel to most non-Christian is Christians.  They throw around words like hypocrite, intolerant, and the like, and while a lot of it is unfair, some of it clearly is fair.  The church as the place of formation of the people of God, through sermons, through worship, through mission, through small groups and one-on-one, through discipleship in all that happens, has a key role to play.  People may be new creations when they meet Jesus, but we all know that they are still carrying around the “old Christopher” with them and living out of that far too often without the work of raising up people to live as the children of God they are. 
As for anti-institution, that is only true if they see the institution as something trying to control them, trying to take away their freedom. Of course, Christ does call us to be slaves (always preferred the basic meaning of doulos), but it its he slavery of true freedom. This culture does have a wacked notion of “freedom,” but it is also an unsustainable one.  If the church is seen as a place of love, of embrace, of life (and yes, within that is a loathing of things that bring death), a place in otherwords where they can be free to be themselves and to grow and learn at their own pace…well, then it is no longer an institution, it is a home.  

I know, I know, all of this sounds easy and sound long.  It is not easy and it is slower than other “campaigns.”  Part of the problem is that the church worked so long and hard to beat back modernism (and, as a lifelong member of the Francis Schaeffer fan club, here here I say), and it did a good job.  It missed though how the culture changed. Sometimes the Gospel moves very fast and easy through a culture – the Great Awakening and the Second Great Awakening, the Welsh Revival, and other such great incidents in history.  Maybe that will happen in this day.  But what I have outlined above is really a return to the world o the early church, which also lived in a time of cynicism, relativism, pluralism, and many other challenges, and along the way brought Cesar not only to his knees in prayer, but change history.  

Five Great Books to Have Your Staff Read

Generation Me: Why Today’s Young American are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled – and More Miserable than Ever Before by Jean M. Twenge – simply the best book on the changes from Boomers to the post-1970 generation. Based not only on stories but on real data and surveys. Easy read and packed with insights.  I am blogging my way through this book at www.rovingtheologian.com
Hard America, Soft America by Michael Barone.  Explains why some things are okay in certain parts of life and not in others.  

The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society by Leslie Newbigin – still a classic and the best exploration of the challenge of moving the Gospel in a pluralistic multi-ethnic world.

Whose Afraid of Post Modernism? by Jakes K.A. Smith – from Baker Academic books this is the single most readable and yet detailed volume on postmodernism and the church that is out there. A great book to have your youth and young adult workers read through together.

How Postmodernism Serves (My) Faith by Crystal L. Downing – a great personal reflection backed up by a PhD in literature’s knowledge.  Her stories are fantastic and she shows practically how to help use the openings of postmodernism to lead people to meet Jesus.  Also, she gives the best positive take on Derrida I have ever read.
The Connect Series- a new Bible study from The Navigators designed in light of these different cultural trends that form the matrix I have talked about here.  Is non-linear, adaptable, and yet firmly grounded in the same heartfelt trust in Jesus Christ and the Scriptures that has marked The Navigators and NavPress since the beginning. 
� While you can find elements of postmodernism in Asia, Africa and Latin America, it is a uniquely Western concept, not least of which because only among the elites of non-Western nations did modernity itself ever take hold.


� Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, p..9.


� James, p. 113.


� Newbigin, Gospel in a Pluralistic Society, p. 25.


� Generation Me, p.99.


� Generation Me, p.100.


� Generation Me, p28.
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