
Introduction: Life in a “Christian” Culture

Near the beginning of his massive Concluding Unscientific Postscript to the
Philosophical Fragments, the Danish religious author Søren Kierkegaard
(1813–1855) makes an interesting observation. He notes that, although
he lives in an age in which everything is doubted and nothing taken
for granted, one truth is constantly assumed: “Christianity as a given.”
Or again: “It is assumed that we are all Christians.” Christianity is
taken for granted; it is so much the normal state of affairs that those
questioning their own religious identity and practice—wondering, for
example, whether it is right to call themselves Christians—would be
met with irritation for making “much ado about nothing.” Kierkegaard
images one such self-questioning man whose wife might tell him,
sweetly but sharply:

Hubby, darling, where did you every pick up such a notion? How can you
not be Christian? You are Danish, aren’t you? Doesn’t the geography book
say that the predominant religion in Denmark is Lutheran-Christian? You
aren’t a Jew, are you, or a Mohammedan? What else would you be, then? It
is a thousand years since paganism was superseded; so I know you aren’t
a pagan. Don’t you tend to your work in the office as a good civil servant;
aren’t you a good subject in a Christian nation, in a Lutheran-Christian
state? So, of course you are a Christian.1

Kierkegaard uses the term Christendom to denote this assumed and
default religious state—the presupposition that one is automatically a

1. Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to the Philosophical Fragments, trans. Howard V.
Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 1:50–51.
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Christian unless one decides not to be, and to become something else.
This “assumed” state of affairs, this “taking Christianity for granted,”
might seem at first to be an advantage to Christianity and to Christians;
as the default state of affairs, it can easily draw everyone into its
orbit. But for Kierkegaard, this situation is much more insidious, and
not at all advantageous to Christianity. After all, if almost everyone is
assumed to be Christian, what would be the point of digging deeper
into one’s faith, or of trying to live into more committed and faithful
forms of discipleship? Why should we undertake active programs of
religious formation if Christianity is merely a state into which one
is born, like the water that a fish never notices? And—of great
importance to Kierkegaard himself—how can people internalize or
inhabit their faith, if determining their religious identity requires
nothing more than consulting the local baptismal registry, or looking
up “Christians” in a geography or history book? In short, how can
people expect to become Christians, when their entire culture is already
designated as “Christian”?

Faced with these difficulties, Kierkegaard sought to reintroduce a
truer form of Christianity into Christendom, that is, into the taken-for-
granted “Christian” culture in which he lived. In nineteenth-century
Denmark, one officially became Christian by being born on native soil,
and subsequently—unless one completed the necessary paperwork to
bypass such eventualities—by being baptized as an infant in the Danish
Lutheran Church. In a potent image, Kierkegaard likens the state of
such Christians to persons so overly spoon-fed that he will have to
induce vomiting before they can be fed anything resembling solid
spiritual food. He confronts his readers with questions, dislodging their
deeply seated assumptions, in order to make room for more thorough
Christian formation: to help them “become” Christians in the midst
of a culture which already thinks itself Christian. Nor did he exempt
himself from this process. To the end, he claimed that he, too, was not
(yet) a Christian—only that he was trying to become one.2

2. Kierkegaard, The Moment and Late Writings, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 340–43; 212. Elsewhere, Kierkegaard explains his
unwillingness to call himself a Christian: “Naturally, it cannot mean that I want to leave
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After Christendom?

Certainly, Kierkegaard’s “Christian” culture was different from our
own. In fact, many would assume that this notion—that Christianity is
taken for granted, that it is the assumed state of all people, or that we
live in a “Christian society”—has vanished entirely (or is, at the very
least, quickly on its way out). A host of recent books confirm this idea
that, in the United States (with its legal separation of church and state),
as well as in Western Europe, we already live in a post-Christendom
age—or that we soon will. Religion or seminary students can read about
Worship and Mission after Christendom, Church after Christendom, Faith and
Politics after Christendom, and so on, each announcing the
disestablishment or disintegration of “Christian” culture.
Interestingly, the authors of these books do not seem particularly
bothered by this state of affairs; indeed, perhaps mindful of
Kierkegaard’s critique, they see the shift to post-Christendom as a
positive development. The shift, they argue, can provide
“opportunities to recover a more biblical and more Christian way of
being God’s people in God’s world.”3

And yet, one can legitimately ask whether contemporary society has
really moved “beyond Christendom”—that is, whether we are really in
so much different a situation than the one described by Kierkegaard.
Perhaps, especially, in the Midwest and the Bible belt (the two regions

undecided the question of whether or not I myself am a Christian, am pursuing it, fighting for
it, praying about it, and hoping before God that I am that. What I have wanted to prevent and
want to prevent now is any sort of impression that I am a Christian to any extraordinary degree,
a remarkable kind of Christian.” Kierkegaard, The Point of View, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna
H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 33. Late in his writing career, he adds
this: “I am far short of being a Christian to dare to associate myself with anyone who makes such a
claim. Even if I am perhaps a little, indeed, even if it were the case, if I were a bit more than a little
ahead of the average among us, I am ahead only in the poetic sense—that is, I am more aware of
what Christianity is.” Kierkegaard, For Self Examination. Judge For Yourself, trans. Howard V. Hong
and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 21.

3. Alan Kreider and Eleanor Kreider, Worship and Mission after Christendom (Scottsdale, PA: Herald
Press, 2011); Stuart Murray, Church after Christendom (Milton Keys, UK: Paternoster, 2004); and
Jonathan Bartley, Faith and Politics after Christendom: The Church as a Movement for Anarchy (Milton
Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2006). Quotation is from an unnumbered “Series Preface” to the Murray
and Bartley volumes. Stanley Hauerwas’s After Christendom? (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991) is less self-
assured that we are, in fact, in a post-Christendom age, as suggested by the question mark in the
title.
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where I have lived and taught), Christianity remains culturally
mainstream. For many people, to be “Christian” means to be “normal.”
In fact, Christianity can become so subsumed within mainstream
American culture that, often, saying “I’m a Christian” becomes
indistinguishable from saying that “I’m an American.” The word
Christian becomes a cipher for all perspectives or beliefs that are
considered acceptable in dominant society: traditional “family values,”
self-reliance, moral innocence, patriotism, law-abiding citizenship,
good American hard work—the list goes on.

This book seeks to demonstrate that, far from having transcended
Kierkegaard’s situation or left it behind, we are still living in a culture
that takes itself to be Christian and that assumes that being a Christian
is the normal state of affairs. In such a culture, it can be difficult to get a
handle on what it might mean to practice one’s Christianity, to think of
it as entailing certain specific kinds of commitments and decisions, or
to consider the ways that it might require a person to step away from
everyday cultural assumptions. While, at first, it might seem to be an
advantage for Christians to live in a “Christian” culture, the opposite
is actually the case: because one’s Christianity is taken for granted, it
will be much more difficult to be intentional, thoughtful, and reflective
about one’s beliefs and practices. In short, living into one’s Christian
faith—what I am calling the process of becoming a Christian—is made
more difficult by the fact that we continue to live in our own version of
cultural Christendom.

Becoming a Christian in a “Christian” culture has certain parallels
to other aspects of our lives. For example, it can be difficult for the
members of a majority race to think clearly about the category of race,
since such persons think of themselves as embodying the “normal”
state of affairs, whereas everyone else bears particular marks of their
race. Similarly, a person who blends into the majority heterosexual
culture may find it difficult to understand that they have one of several
sexual orientations, rather than simply being “normal.” It can also
be difficult for members of the (upper-) middle class to think of
themselves, not as merely somewhere in the capacious middle of
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income-earners, but as inhabiting particular power structures that are
afforded to those who are not poor, including the luxury of not having
to think in terms of class and privilege at all. People like me—white,
straight, relatively affluent—are rather late in thinking about
themselves in these terms at all. We have typically assumed that while
others may be marked by race, class, and sexual orientation, we lack
all these markers; we are just “ordinary” or “normal.” So, too, with
Christianity in our ostensibly Christian culture: Christians are bound
to mistake their own faith as something that is simply true, taken for
granted, available and acceptable by anyone who is not eccentric. The
Christian faith thereby comes to mean anything and everything, but
nothing in particular—certainly not anything strange. In such a
cultural milieu, it can be difficult to recover Christianity as a
scandalous self-revelation of God through Jesus of Nazareth and his call
to radical discipleship.

How might we determine that we are still living in a “Christian”
culture, in our own new version of Christendom? One might simply cite
the number of Americans who believe in God (currently, 86 percent,
down from even a few years ago, but much higher than so-called
secular European countries) or the 70 percent of Americans whose
“religious preference” is Catholic, Protestant, or “nonspecific”
Christian.4 One might also describe how Christianity still gets aligned
with governmental authority, for example, by noting its powerful role
in Washington across the ideological spectrum (in spite of the common
caricature of that city as a “godless” place).5 In this book, however, I
will not attempt to demonstrate this claim by appealing to sociological
studies and statistics about the predominance of Christianity in the
United States. Rather, I will trace the outlines of our current situation
by demonstrating the particular difficulties in which it places us. More
specifically, I will show that, in the contemporary setting, those who
seek to “become Christian” tend to see Christian formation and

4. Gallup, “Religion,” accessed August 10, 2015, http://www.gallup.com/poll/1690/religion.aspx.
5. Joshua DuBois, “Joshua Dubois on the Secret Faith of Washington,” Newsweek, accessed August 10,

2015, http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2013/04/29/joshua-dubois-on-the-secret-faith-
of-washington.html.

INTRODUCTION: LIFE IN A “CHRISTIAN” CULTURE

xix



training in Christian discipleship to be just as needless and redundant
as does Kierkegaard’s nominal Christian. We do not see the need to
explore and deepen our faith, or to make extraordinary commitments
on its behalf, because we still allow the tides of culture to carry us
along. Even if our contemporary version of “Christian” culture differs
from the Christendom of which Kierkegaard spoke, we still face the
peculiar challenges of encouraging real discipleship when such efforts
are perceived as superfluous. Kierkegaard’s problem of “becoming a
Christian” in such a culture is still with us.

Christianity as Assumed, All-Inclusive, and Normal

Admittedly, most residents of the United States are no longer in the
habit (described by Kierkegaard) of assuring themselves that they are
Christians simply by noting that it is the predominant religion in this
country. Perhaps, too, being a good civil servant or a law-abiding
citizen no longer equates to being a good Christian, though this varies;
in some regions and among some populations, one senses a near
equivalence between “God and Country” or “Cross and Flag.” There are
even some signs that a significant number of Americans are willing
to give up the label Christian, increasingly identifying with the
“unaffiliated” or as “nones.”6 But in spite of these differences between
Kierkegaard’s nineteenth-century Denmark and our twenty-first-
century setting, the problems that he names are still very much with
us. Consider Kierkegaard’s imagined character who questions his own
commitment to Christianity and the spouse who reassures him. From
this vignette, we can extract three important resonances between his
time and our own.

Christianity as Assumed

First, Christendom’s citizens presume that Christianity is the religion
of a person unless another religious commitment is apparent. While other

6. “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew Research Center: Religion and Public Life, May
12, 2015, accessed August 10, 2015, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-
religious-landscape/.
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loyalties (being Jewish, for example, or Muslim—“Mohammedan,” in
Kierkegaard’s language) are typically recognizable as distinct and
different, Christians do not typically stand out from the crowd.
Mainline and mainstream Christian beliefs and practices in the United
States become part of the background for our culture as a whole,
abiding as a kind of indistinct “given.” According to the recent large-
scale National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR), the religious lives
of American Christian teenagers reflect very little of the particular
beliefs and historical practices of their professed religious tradition.
The researchers, in fact, describe typical teenage believers as relatively
unaffected by their beliefs in God (whom they imagine to be a fairly
hands-off character), while still receiving some degree of moral
affirmation and feeling good about themselves in the process. Better
described as “moralistic therapeutic deism,”7 this conventional faith of
American teenagers is only vaguely, conventionally, almost Christian.
Yet, the researchers conclude that teens adhere to this view, not as
an alternative to Christianity, and not because they have rejected
Christianity, “but because this is the only ‘Christianity’ they know.”8 In
other words, this watered-down and rather innocuous form of belief
is functioning for them as Christianity. It is a form of Christianity that
requires very little effort or attention in a culture such as ours. It is,
as Kierkegaard puts it, “a superficial something that neither wounds
nor heals deeply enough.”9 In a cultural situation in which a person
is assumed to be Christian unless they explicitly declare themselves
otherwise, the predominant faith is very easily homogenized, diluted,
and normalized, without much attention to its own more robust
historical tradition. As a result, while it is not impossible to stand out
from the crowd (religiously speaking), it is difficult to do so, since
one’s stated religious affiliations simply blend into the overall cultural
background. And lest we be tempted to consider this only a teenage

7. Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 118–71.

8. Kendra Creasy Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of our Teenagers is Telling the American Church
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 12.

9. Søren Kierkegaard, Practice in Christianity, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1991), 140.
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peer-pressure problem, it should be noted that the NSYR researchers
insist that this teenage account of faith accurately reflects the views
of the majority of American adults who call themselves Christian.10 In
short, our “Christian” culture is our assumed, default religious state;
as a result, it has lost its specific contours and has become relatively
homogenous and amorphous. In such circumstances, those who make
a genuine attempt to actually become Christian may have to undertake
some rather eccentric efforts.

Christianity as All-Inclusive

The reassuring spouse of Kierkegaard’s imagined questioner asserts
that “it is a thousand years since paganism was superseded; so I know
you aren’t a pagan.” The idea that Christianity surpasses and supplants
other historical religions, thereby superseding them, is as common
today as it was in the nineteenth century—perhaps more so.
Historically, the Jewish faith has borne the brunt of such
“supersessionistic” sentiments. Particularly after Christianity became
the dominant religion of the Roman Empire, Jews came to be seen as
those who clung to the old covenant, refusing to submit to the more
inclusive promises of God.11 This way of thinking has led Christians to
inflict countless pogroms, defamations, and other forms of persecution
upon Jews for more than 1600 years.

Here again, one might imagine that the “supersessionist” mindset
would have positive results for its advocates; one’s own faith
perspective would seem to be bolstered by the claim that improves
upon, and eventually supplants, everything that has come before it.
In reality, however, a different process is at work: this account of
Christianity can become so all-inclusive—so eager to assimilate not
only other religions, but also, all other worldviews—that it begins to
lose its own distinctiveness. This is particularly true of Protestantism,
which adds an additional layer of supersessionism to a tradition that

10. Smith, Soul Searching, 172–92; Dean, Almost Christian, 34–37.
11. Note the irony: Nothing excludes those who are deemed exclusionary more forcefully than a

tradition that thinks of itself as supremely inclusive. See Diana Eck, Encountering God: A Spiritual
Journey from Bozeman to Banaras (Boston: Beacon, 2003), 178–90.
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already operates with this mindset. Protestant Christianity has often
seen itself as seeking to surpass and supplant older, more ritualistic
and seemingly restricted forms of faith (mainly Roman Catholicism,
but often with imagined links to Judaism). But it has developed this
perspective only by calling into question most of Christianity’s
traditional notions of divine presence and of the church’s sacred
nature. As Gerald Schlabach has argued, because of its impulse to raise
critical questions as to whether any particular place or time can truly
disclose the presence of God, Protestantism comes to suffer from its
own success. When a movement’s entire identity is wrapped up in
questioning the relevance of its own institutions, it can quickly render
itself superfluous.12

As our own religious culture turns to even more inclusive, unspecific
depictions of the faith (e.g., “spiritual, but not religious”), Christianity’s
all-inclusive tendencies will only serve to render it less relevant. Many
are still willing to use the term Christian to describe themselves, but
sometimes, only when they are allowed to clarify what it does not mean,
that is, what has been left behind). They assure others that they are not
too fanatical, not too restrictive, not too ritualistic—in other words, not
too Christian. Indeed, most of us are better at articulating the unwanted
elements of the faith that we have set aside, or that we have subsumed
into a new and improved version, than we are at delineating what we
actually believe and practice. At worst, these sentiments can constitute
“a nostalgic and parasitic attempt to retain the cultural power of
Christian symbols without accountable participation in real Christian
communities.”13

Christianity as Normal

If Christianity is assumed to be both assimilated into, and inclusive
of, the broader culture, any attempt to be intentional about how one

12. Gerald W. Schlabach, Unlearning Protestantism: Sustaining Christian Community in an Unstable Age
(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2010), 33. I thank Eric Anglada for pointing me to Schlabach’s work.

13. Ibid., 33. Schlabach here characterizes Paul Tillich’s method of articulating the Christian faith in
broad, universal terms, although the quotation can describe a “Christian culture” that has learned
what Tillich called the Protestant Principle all too well.
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lives out one’s faith begins to seem both irrelevant and redundant. In
fact, it becomes difficult even to recognize anything specifically Christian
about a person’s beliefs and practices. In Kierkegaard’s words, any
form of self-reflection or intentional striving to be true to one’s faith
will always seem like “much ado about nothing.” In our era—and this
was already becoming the case in Kierkegaard’s era—the problem
presented by living in a supposedly Christian culture is not that
Christianity becomes “too powerful” or “too political,” despite these
common impressions. Rather, the problem is that Christianity has
come to mean “everything in moderation” or “nothing too much.”14

Christianity has become so normal, so conventional, so much a part of
the background of our shared public life, that we hardly ever notice
it, ponder it, or intentionally enact it. Why should one undertake
deliberate efforts to form the faithful into particular beliefs or
practices, or understand one’s community to be “called out” from
mainstream society,15 if Christianity is already the norm?

At one time, any talk of a “Christian” culture tended to be associated
with overt forms of Christian political empire or nation-states in
alignment with church power. In short, Christendom was one in which
the church held a dominant and dominating influence over all spheres
of life (political, economic, and domestic). This narrow definition of
Christendom has led many to believe that it is already far along in
the process of giving way to a more secular outlook. But this is too
simplistic; it imagines that there is some characteristic called
“Christianity” and that this is quantifiable, such that less of it will
mean more of an opposite characteristic called “secularism.” It also
ignores the degree to which more overt forms of Christian dominance
can slowly give way to subtle cultural forms. If, however, we take
our present-day “Christian” culture, or what might be called neo-
Christendom, in the sense that concerns Kierkegaard—as an
acculturated and accommodated faith, something that offends no one
because it has such little substance16—then things become more

14. Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 404.
15. Here, it is worth recalling that the New Testament word for church, ekklesia, has its roots in the

idea of being called (kaleo) out (ek-).
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complicated. Less Christianity does not necessarily mean more
secularism; it may mean a transformation of what is thought to be
“Christian.” And this, in turn, can actually exacerbate, rather than
solve, the problem of becoming a Christian when living in such a
cultural milieu.

Kierkegaard himself jumps freely back and forth between these
poles. On the one hand, he criticizes such a culture as a state where
Christian answers seem everywhere given, where Christians know too
much and need to re-learn ignorance. On the other hand, he also
criticizes “the secularization of everything” where one’s “relationship
with God is also secularized,” which amounts to “sentimental
paganism” and only “playing at Christianity.”17 The two are, in some
sense, opposite sides of the very same coin. This is well illustrated
by the fact that, when Denmark moved from an absolute monarchy
to a constitutional monarchy in 1848, the Danish State Church was
disestablished and replaced with a “Danish People’s Church.” But this
apparent “secularizing” move did nothing to diminish Christianity’s
status as “normal”; in fact, it made it rather easier to be “normal.” As a
result, Kierkegaard’s critique only increased.

Of course, adherents of other faith traditions might well wonder why
people would complain about their faith being regarded as “normal.”
From the perspective of a minority faith, subject to various forms of
implicit “othering” and explicit persecution, “normality” might seem
an outcome devoutly to be wished! The difficulty, however, is that
a normal faith perspective can very quickly devolve into a redundant
one. Why spend much time thinking about one’s faith, or deliberately

16. Kierkegaard calls it a “fatuous something that offends neither Greeks nor Jews.” Concluding
Unscientific Postscript, 605.

17. Kierkegaard, Practice in Christianity, 91, 95. Compare Kierkegaard, Christian Discourses. The Crisis and
a Crisis in the Life of an Actress, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 11–12; and Kierkegaard, Sickness unto Death, trans. Howard V. Hong and
Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), 75, where Kierkegaard describes
Christendom as veiled paganism. Christendom amounts to the sin of neglect, of omission, of
“having taken Christianity’s name in vain” (Sickness unto Death, 134). Or again, Christendom is a
“caricature of true Christianity, or a monstrous amount of misunderstanding, illusion, etc., mixed
with a sparing little dose of the true Christianity” (Point of View, 80).
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accepting the rigors of teaching and formation in that faith, when that
faith is already assumed to be present?

The word redundant derives from the Latin redundare, literally
meaning to “overflow, pour-over, or be over-filled.” Like water that
rises in waves (undare), again and again (re), redundant measures try
to pour themselves into that which is already overflowing. They thus
seem pointless, excessive, absurd. What would it mean, after all, to
strive to become a Christian if, by living in a particular society, you
have already been deemed to be one? On the one hand, the faith is
already objectively present; one need only consult the baptismal
registries and sociological statistics. It follows that earnest attempts
to become Christian seem subjective, idiosyncratic, and frivolous by
comparison. On the other hand, the very charge of redundancy and
excess signifies that, in our so-called Christian culture, the appropriate
posture is to not-stand-out, to fit in, to be nothing-too-much. Those
who “pour themselves out” in Christian discipleship run the risk of
being seen as too Christian; after all, the normal and normative form
of Christianity is not one of excess. If becoming a Christian in a
“Christian” culture is, as Kierkegaard asserts, a problem of redundancy,
this means that the culture that creates this problem is not monolithic
or domineering. Ironically, its particularly invasive power is to dissolve
differences and level distinctions, including those that would
distinguish Christianity itself.

How this Book Unfolds

Part 1 of this book takes a deeper look into the forms that our so-
called “Christian” culture (or neo-Christendom) takes today, especially
as these forms relate to other kinds of majority consciousness within
a world that thinks of itself as increasingly secular. At one time,
Christendom meant expanding borders and the political triumph of a
Christian empire or nation; America’s Christendom, as I will argue in
chapter 1, is more about a loss of borders, of meaning, and of identity.
In chapter 2, I examine certain parallels between religion and race—
comparing the nominal, acculturated forms of Christianity to the
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experience of being white in the United States. This suggests that
certain elements of a “Christian” culture not only do harm to others (as
white supremacy has hurt so many racial minorities, or as patriarchy
and paternalism have hurt so many women), but also, leads to the
erasure of Christianity itself. In fact, one of the worst symptoms of
Christian majority consciousness is the inability to see or know or own
one’s faith tradition—just as white privilege allows white people to
avoid considering themselves truthfully.

Part 2 focuses on three important theological critiques of Christian
culture. The first of these, in chapter 3, examines the tendency of
Christianity to become a purveyor of solace and comfort—a kind of
“feel good” Christianity. This chapter returns to Kierkegaard and
examines his critique of nineteenth-century Danish Christianity along
these lines. In chapter 4, I turn to Christian culture’s tendency to make
easy alliances with the state, most clearly illustrated by the rise and fall
of “German Christians” under Nazism. Dietrich Bonhoeffer finds ways
to resist that particularly dangerous form of Christian accommodation;
I argue that his work and witness remain relevant to contemporary
America despite—or precisely because of—our legal separation of
church and state. Chapter 5 focuses on Christianity’s role as a
“chaplain” to the prevailing cultural winds, reinforcing certain
cultural trends and placating anyone who seems concerned about
them. Mennonite theologians and other critics of “Constantinian”
alliances prove to be valuable resources for identifying this prevalent
problem of giving Christian legitimacy to dominant culture. The
writings of these theologians provide resources for contemporary
thinking about such matters. Together, they also help us understand
that the problems of a so-called Christian culture are not alleviated
by the process of secularization; indeed, that process can actually
aggravate its woes.

At the end of this section (and the midpoint of the book), I pause to
observe that these three distinctive (although overlapping) Christian
critiques of “Christian” culture arise from two different sets of
concerns. The first of these trace back to Martin Luther and those in his
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wake (Kierkegaard, Bonhoeffer, and other “theologians of the cross”)
who resist Christianity’s capitulation to a normal and nice culture by
underscoring the strangeness, or even the scandal, of an all-powerful
God who is fully revealed in the suffering and death of Jesus. The
second group comprises critics of the church’s collusion with power
politics, symbolized by the conversion of the Roman Emperor
Constantine in the early fourth century. Many of these writers trace
their roots to (or have been strongly influenced by) the writers of the
Radical Reformation, including John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas,
and intentional communities that have been grouped under the
heading of “the new monasticism.” Naming these two groups enables
me to more explicitly compare, contrast, and integrate their
perspectives throughout the second half of the book.

In part 3, then, I make use of these resources to address particular
issues and difficulties related to Christian identity and community in
contemporary American culture. These issues involve money, politics,
war, and religion—that is, all the topics that we are told not to bring
up in polite conversation. Chapter 6, “Economy: Free Grace in a Culture
of Cheap,” examines our so-called Christian culture in terms of the
increasingly expansive marketing, privatization, and economization of
what were once shared, public goods—including the theological goods
of faith and grace. While Kierkegaard, and especially, Bonhoeffer
explicitly name and resist this cheapening of grace, I will argue that
Luther himself offers particularly important resources for
understanding the exact sense in which grace is free—that is, in
helping us to understand the difference between claiming that
something is free, and the idea that it costs nothing.

Chapter 7, “Politics: Getting Radical and Staying Ordinary,” turns
to the critiques of Christianity’s easy accommodation to the politics
of its age. Much of this resistance is rooted in perspectives emerging
from the Radical Reformation, but is now practiced by many residents
of Catholic Worker Houses, urban anarchist Christian gatherings, New
Monastic communities, and other “radical” intentional Christian
communities. Among the many gifts such writers and activists offer
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to mainline and mainstream Christians is that of inhabiting trust and
community within a dominant culture of strangers and suspicion
produced by political liberalism.

In chapter 8, “War: Subversions of the Cross,” I bring the Radical
Reformation’s critique of the church’s collusion with power politics
alongside Luther’s theology of the cross, with its emphasis on God’s
self-revelation in and with the victims of violence. Writers from
various peace church traditions provide an invaluable critique of the
ways most Christians have avoided the hard saying of Jesus in which
he tells is followers, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate
you” (Luke 6:27; Matt 5:44). At the same time, Luther’s theology of the
cross, especially as reworked by Kierkegaard, Bonhoeffer, and feminist
and liberationist theologians, corrects a one-sided emphasis on the
historical Jesus and noncreedal Christianity as alone able to resist the
Christianization of war and the militarization of Christianity. Together,
radical politics and cruciform theology point forward to a more self-
reflective and faithful discipleship.

Chapter 9, “Religion: Guests in the House of Israel,” considers
Christian particularity—and even Christian uniqueness—in relation to
other religious traditions. If Christians believe that God is fully
revealed in the cross of Christ, how do they relate to those whom
they love and respect, but who do not see God there—who see God
elsewhere, or not at all? Alternatively, can Christians acknowledge
the truthfulness and integrity of Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, secular
humanists, and others without thereby sliding into a vague relativism
that too often gets affirmed within a nominally Christian culture? My
goal in this chapter is to distinguish Christian particularity and
peculiarity from Christian triumphalism and supersessionism. By
recognizing themselves as “guests in the house of Israel,” Christians
have the opportunity to hold fast to their own robust religious identity
and to remain open to religious others. Indeed, the chapter argues that
Christian distinctiveness may be found in that very process of taking
itself out of the center—in its “eccentricity.”

Finally, the concluding chapter that makes up part 4 moves more
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decisively from the problem of living in America’s new Christendom
to the ways one might work through it, even if not fully out of it. It
returns to central themes of the book with particular focus on the
relationship between the communal, formative function of church, on
the one hand, and the personal (not private) responsibility of “single,
existing individuals” to choose Christianity, on the other. Can personal
intentionality and decisive volition be made compatible with
communal formation and even something like submission to the body
of Christ?

Throughout the book, I write as both a theologian and as a would-be
Christian. On some days, I feel very much like Kierkegaard’s imagined
“seeker,” wondering whether I can or should call myself a Christian.
Does it matter that I was baptized as a baby, regularly attend St. John’s
Lutheran Church in Rock Island, Illinois, and teach Christian theology
at a small church-related college? Or are these just the ways that I
participate in our so-called Christian culture? On other days, I do want
to call myself a Christian, but doing so carries a double risk: I may
hypocritically fail to meet my own standard, or I may be committing
myself to the painful process of actually becoming what I profess to
be. In either case, I still often find myself wondering whether the
label Christian is accurate, helpful, or even meaningful. Regardless of
these quandaries, I remain convinced of three things. First, I am called
to faithful Christian discipleship and full-bodied participation in the
Christian community called church, as a way of witnessing to the
segregating, isolating, relativizing, and violent ways of the supposedly
“Christian” culture in which I live. Second, this more authentically
Christian way is not something that I have achieved, nor that I will ever
achieve; it is still “ahead” of me, and Kierkegaard would suggest that it
will always be ahead of me. Third, and finally, if I am to move forward,
to make progress in this way, I will need to attend carefully to the host
of barriers to this new form of life—barriers that are, at least in part, a
product of our newest form of Christendom.

While I hope that the book may be helpful to others faced with the
challenge of its title, I should note that I hope to offer a theological
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analysis, rather than a devotional tract. Kierkegaard again provides a
helpful analogue. Much of his work was an attempt to move his readers
from a merely objective grasp of Christianity to the task of becoming
passionately invested in the Christian faith. Yet, he always refused
to relegate this process to the realm of personal opinion, emotional
enthusiasm, or the kinds of reactions sought by motivational speakers.
Quite the contrary, he wanted to give careful definition to the Christian
life by offering thick descriptions of the particular moods and passions,
the vulnerabilities and virtues, that Christians do (or should) display.
In other words, he sought to render the interior landscape of the
Christian life in clear and concrete terms, asking his reader to consider
them with care—even though they might otherwise be dismissed as
private opinions or mere emotions. I’m no Kierkegaard, but I do hope
to join him in trying to think carefully about the concrete shape of
Christian formation and discipleship. I also hope that the present book
participates, in a small way, in the countercultural tradition called
Christianity that it seeks to promote.
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