
“Gene Veith was one of the first Lutherans to engage postmodernism 
over twenty years ago. Now he teams up with Pastor Trevor Sutton to 
use Lutheran theology—particularly the chief article of justification by 
faith alone—to provide readers with a robust and thoughtful apologetic. 
I was especially pleased with the authors’ use of the work of the counter- 
Enlightenment thinker Johann Georg Hamann in articulating a response 
to Postmodernism. Theological themes of Christology, biblical interpre-
tation, Law and Gospel, vocation, sanctification, and the two kingdoms 
are aptly covered. This book will spark conversations and fuel a more 
confident Christian witness in our day.”

—Rev. John T. Pless 
Assistant Professor of Pastoral Ministry & Missions;  

Director of Field Education,  
Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, IN

“This book shows that we now live in a post-secular world where  
anti-Christian attitudes have no privileged stance for setting the agenda 
for public discourse. It is high time that Lutherans roll up their sleeves, 
and like Paul in Athens share the Gospel in the agora of ideas. Veith and 
Sutton demonstrate that unlike Puritan, Revivalist, or Roman Catholic 
views of Christian faith, Lutherans are well positioned to share God’s 
Good News to a world fragmented by modernity and postmodernity.”

—Dr. Mark Mattes 
Chair, Department of Philosophy and Theology,  

Grand View University, Des Moines, IA

“I’m convinced that the best way to understand another tradition is 
to listen to its most articulate, informed, and passionate advocates. This 
book certainly fits that bill for those who want to understand Lutheran-
ism. You don’t have to agree with everything (I don’t!) to appreciate the 
rich delights that Luther and his spiritual heirs bring to the feast.”  

—Dr. Michael Horton 
J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics,  

Westminster Seminary California; co-host of the White Horse Inn,  
and author of Core Christianity



“This scintillating study, which combines the literary and cultural ex-
pertise of Veith with the historical and theological wisdom of Sutton, 
shows how classical Lutheranism addresses the concerns of the post-
modern world in a surprising way. It is daring in its claim that Lutheran 
theology does full justice to the paradoxes of God’s revelation and human 
life, provocative in its conviction that Lutheran practice unites what is 
separated in other denominations, and enlightening in its clear exposi-
tion and apt use of fresh illustrations.”

—Dr. John W. Kleinig, professor emeritus at the Australian  
Lutheran College (formerly Luther Seminary)  

in the University of Divinity, Adelaide, Australia

“Half a millennium after Luther’s Reformation, Protestantism seems 
hopelessly in decline. God has been banished from objective reality. The  
Gnostic heresy denying the significance of the body is experiencing a 
resurgence, to wit feminist theology. Yet, in this astonishing book, Gene 
Veith and Trevor Sutton boldly and brilliantly argue that in the next  
500 years an authentic church will survive, but as a Metachurch, a church 
beyond the church, and it will have a distinctly Lutheran flavor stress-
ing God’s Word, His nearness, His presence in the Sacraments and  
every Christian’s priesthood rooted in the divine purpose found in his 
everyday work.” 

—Dr. Uwe Siemon-Netto, Director Emeritus,  
The League of Faithful Masks, 

Capistrano Beach, CA

“The Holy Christian Church has always had both its resident Deceivers 
and Truth Tellers, or those skilled at promoting the doctrines of man 
versus the doctrines of God. Regardless of motivation, the end result is 
always defense and support of either heterodoxy or orthodoxy. To coun-
tervail heterodoxy, idolatry, and heresy, God the Holy Trinity has unfail-
ingly raised up Christian Parrhesiasts who witness yet once again to the 
Holy Scriptures as the final authority on matters of doctrine. Dr. Veith is 



one of those Truth Tellers. I cannot recommend highly enough his new 
book Authentic Christianity; he and Pastor Sutton skillfully sort out the 
pillars of truth from the pillars of falsehood. This monograph is consis-
tently engaging from cover to cover.”

—George V. Strieter, Publisher, Ballast Press™

“Veith and Sutton partner to bring forward a rich in detailed history, 
systematically sound, and a complete practical approach to our Lutheran 
theology as applied to the world yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Authen-
tic Christianity is informative, thought provoking, and easily accessible. 
For those wondering how our Lutheran Confessions compare to other 
denominations, this is the resource for you. It will be the go-to reference 
material for Christians to fully understand how we are to live out our 
vocations as faithful Christ followers. Authentic Christianity comes at just 
the right time, the 500th Anniversary for the Reformation. What better 
time to clarify and confess our faith? Kudos to Veith and Sutton, job well 
done at just the right time.”

—Rev. Eric Ekong, Senior Pastor,  
Trinity Lutheran Ministries, Jackson, MI

“Culture has changed; Lutheran theology has not. As a result, Lutheran 
theology must not be adjusted to keep up with the times but be reintro-
duced to individuals, people who are often tossed around by the waves 
of every cultural ideology. And that is just what Veith and Sutton have 
done in this marvelous book. Whether you are a spiritual nomad looking 
for truth or a lifelong Lutheran, this book speaks Lutheran theology—
Authentic Christianity—to people with postmodern ears and individu-
als learning to navigate within this new culture. This excellent book is a 
superb tool for recovering the Authentic Christianity of the past while 
embracing and applying it to whatever lies before us.” 

—Rev. Dr. Matthew Richard, Zion Lutheran Church, Gwinner, ND;  
Author of Will the Real Jesus Please Stand Up? 12 False Christs



“Veith and Sutton show that Christianity is not a product of human 
experience but founded on God’s revelation. Addressing the contem-
porary forms of Christianity that have failed to reach the rising tides of 
postmoderns, the authors contend for an authentic Lutheranism that 
can make sense of people’s suffering and give lives meaning for today 
and eternity. The answer is not yet another ‘style’ of Christianity. Instead,  
Veith and Sutton boldly call for a ‘new’ Reformation that is a continua-
tion of Lutheranism’s first principles: God’s justifying Word, life-giving 
Sacraments, and the purpose of the individual’s divine callings.”

—Rev. Christopher S. Esget, LCMS Sixth Vice-President 
Senior Pastor, Immanuel Ev.-Lutheran Church, Alexandria, VA

“Engaging, in the truest and freshest sense of that word; that’s what 
Veith and Sutton provide for us here. First, while many thinkers neatly 
engage textbook worldviews that are difficult to find in real life, this book 
tackles the messy fluidity of this world’s ‘prettified gods.’ Second, while 
many Christians nowadays propose withdrawal from the world as the 
best option for dealing with evil, these authors contrastingly assert that 
faith is realized and fulfilment is found as we engage virtuously with-
in the arenas of real life. Finally, conscientious readers will embrace the 
Holy Spirit’s lure in this book to engage personally in enduring questions 
such as: ‘Why am I really here?’ ‘What is real freedom for?’ and ‘Who is 
my neighbor?’”  

—Rev. Dr. John Arthur Nunes,  
President, Concordia College New York

“This book is a refreshing, re-presentation of the full power of the Lu-
theran proclamation of the Gospel for the sake of the Church and the 
world in which we all live. For the layperson, the pastor, the scholar, or 
the seeker, if you are looking for a book that roots and strengthens your 
faith as well as one that demonstrates the power of the life of faith lived 
out in the world of today, then this book is for you!”

—Dr. Gregory P. Seltz,   
Executive Director, the Lutheran Center for Religious Liberty 

Speaker of The Lutheran Hour, Emeritus
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ABOUT THE COVER

Edvard Munch is the Norwegian artist 
best known for The Scream, a painting 

acclaimed for capturing the modern and 
postmodern condition.  But Munch, for 
all of his rebellion and mental illness, had 
grown up in a devoutly Lutheran family. 
Here, in Golgotha, as some bystanders 
look away while others are drawn into 
the cross, Munch brings Christ into the 
world of The Scream.
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 PREFACE

Brian McLaren, a central figure in the Emerging Church  
Movement, wrote a book some years ago called A Generous 
Orthodoxy. It had a significant subtitle: Why I Am a Missional, 

Evangelical, Post/Protestant, Liberal/Conservative, Mystical/Poetic, 
Biblical, Charismatic/Contemplative, Fundamentalist/Calvinist, 
Anabaptist/Anglican, Methodist, Catholic, Green, Incarnational, 
Depressed-Yet-Hopeful, Emergent, Unfinished Christian (Zondervan, 
2004). McLaren hoped to get beyond these divisions and dichoto-
mies in favor of a more relational Christianity that transcends all of 
these traditions. But something is curiously missing from McLar-
en’s title and chapter headings: Lutheran. In the list of traditions he 
wants to draw from and identify with (sort of), he mentions Evan-
gelical, Catholic, Methodist, Calvinist, Anglican, and Methodist. But 
Lutheran does not appear. 

Authentic Christianity argues that the Lutheran tradition does 
what McClaren is hoping for. The Lutheran tradition offers a 
framework for pulling together what is best in all other Christian 
traditions. And it embodies an expression of Christianity that can 
uniquely address the postmodern condition that McClaren is hoping 
to reach. But the Lutheran tradition does so not by being “emergent,” 
or making up some new approach to church or to the Christian life. 
Rather, it does so in an unexpected way: by being confessional, sac-
ramental, and vocational.

This book is a collaboration between an aging academic and a 
young pastor. The former has been on a pilgrimage from liberal 
Protestantism, through “mere Christianity,” through 1960s-era 
syncretism, to evangelicalism—including a flirtation with Calvin-
ism, and at last to Lutheranism. The latter is a millennial raised on 
Lutheran theology, pastoring a congregation, and attending a secular 
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university. Coming from two very different places—different gener-
ations, different vocations, different entries into Lutheranism—the 
authors have unique perspectives on how Lutheran theology engages 
contemporary life. 

Gene took the long road to Lutheranism. In his studies of post-
modernism, the history of ideas, literature and the arts, and the rela-
tionship between Christianity and culture, he has found Lutheran 
Christianity to be a reliable guide through the labyrinths of life.

As an infant, Trevor was baptized in a Lutheran congregation. He 
went to a Lutheran church as a child. He went to a Lutheran univer-
sity and seminary. He did everything but grow up in Lake Wobegon. 
This has resulted in some good, but nagging, questions that Trevor 
has engaged throughout his life: Are you Lutheran only because 
you were raised Lutheran? Could it be that Calvinism, Catholicism, 
Orthodoxy, or the Emergent Church offer a better articulation of 
the faith? What does Lutheran theology offer that cannot be found 
elsewhere?

These questions have been answered. Sensing that any other 
vocation would not be entirely satisfying, Trevor attended seminary 
and entered into the pastoral ministry. Though he has not been a 
pastor for very long (five years), he has personal experience in how 
Lutheran theology engages contemporary culture. He has seen trou-
bled souls find peace when he spoke words of absolution—“In the 
stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all 
your sins . . .”—to an individual tired of waiting for an inner feeling 
of Christ’s forgiveness. He has used simple tap water in the hospital 
to deliver the eternal promises of Holy Baptism to people longing for 
the presence of God in the midst of suffering. He has distributed the 
body and blood of Jesus to people craving the nearness of God. He 
has watched mixed-up millennials find eternal purpose in their voca-
tions. In addition to being a pastor serving in a congregation, Trevor 
is also a graduate student at a large research university teeming with 
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postmodernists, secularists, and those who are “spiritual but not 
religious.” His personal experience confirms that Lutheran theology 
can and does speak to disaffected evangelicals, disillusioned secu-
larists, and burned-out believers. The topics discussed in this book 
are not mere speculation; they are borne out in personal experience. 

This book is about how Lutheran spirituality can inform contem-
porary Christianity in a way that addresses the spiritual struggles 
today. We believe Lutheran Christianity offers a sort of “metachurch” 
that contains and comprehends the best of all Christian traditions, 
while also having a life of its own. And, just as it sparked a Reforma-
tion of the Church five hundred years ago, Lutheran Christianity can 
do the same today.

We want to thank several people for helping make this book a 
reality. We would like to thank Laura Lane and the rest of the team 
at Concordia Publishing House for their help with this project. Gene 
would like to thank his wife, Jackquelyn, who agreed to take time 
out of their busy retirement for him to write this book. He would 
also like to thank Tonny Sørensen of Denmark, who brought Gene 
over to Scandinavia in an effort to help bring back Lutheranism into 
those secular lands. Gene’s thinking and lecturing over there about 
how that might be done played an important part in the genesis of 
this book. Trevor would like to thank his wife, Elizabeth, and daugh-
ters, Grace and Hannah, for their unending support and encourage-
ment. He would like to thank his colleagues in the Writing, Rhetoric, 
and American Cultures department at Michigan State University for 
challenging him intellectually and welcoming a Lutheran preacher 
into their midst. And, finally, Trevor would like to thank Gene for his 
willingness to work on a collaborative project with a young pastor 
and writer. 

To God be the glory!
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PROLOGUE: A DIFFERENT WAY 
OF BEING POSTMODERN

The thesis of this book is that Lutheran Christianity is particu-
larly equipped to address the postmodern condition. As such, 
Lutheran theology, spirituality, and practice have the potential 

of connecting with contemporary culture and reaching the secular-
ists of the twenty-first century. 

But this claim is ridiculous at face value. For, postmodernists are 
relativists who believe that truth is a personal or a cultural construc-
tion. They are subjectivists. Lutherans, on the other hand, are rigor-
ously objective. They have so many doctrines, all of which they hold 
to be true. They believe in such things as objective justification and 

the objective presence of Christ in the objectively 
physical bread and wine of Holy Communion. And 
Lutherans are so churchy, with their congregations 
and their Church Year and their liturgical worship. 
They are a far cry from the free-wheeling, anti-insti-
tutional, spiritual-but-not-religious syncretism that 
characterizes postmodernist religion. If anything, 

Lutheranism would seem to be the opposite of postmodernism. But 
there are different ways of being postmodern.1 

1 For the account of modernity and postmodernity that follows, see the book by one of the 
present authors, Gene Edward Veith, Postmodern Times: A Christian Guide to Contempo-
rary Thought and Culture (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1994).

If anything,  
Lutheranism 
would seem to be 
the opposite of 
postmodernism. 
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PReMoDeRn, MoDeRn, PoSTMoDeRn
The modern era began, says Thomas Oden, on July 14, 1789, with 

the fall of the Bastille.2 The French Revolution overthrew the old 
order and replaced it with a new regime ostensibly based on reason 
and reason alone. The members of the monarchy were guillotined, 
ancient traditions were erased, and a new calendar based on a metric 
system purged the old Christian holidays and started history over 
again, with the proclamation of the Republic counting as the start 
of Year One. In Notre Dame Cathedral, the stained glass windows, 
crosses, and other works of religious art were smashed. A cere-
mony that involved crowning a woman dressed in classical garb was 
held, thus rededicating the cathedral and the nation to the Goddess  
of Reason. 

That gesture defined the modern era. Reason would reign. And it 
would be invested with religious faith and devotion. The eighteenth 
century would become known as the Enlightenment, the so-called 
Age of Reason. To be sure, there were conservative rationalists, as 
well as the revolutionary rationalists. And there were still traditional-
ists and advocates of the “premodern” way of thinking. But there was 
a pervasive sense that all of nature and all of life could be fully under-
stood and controlled by the autonomous human mind. The problem 
with Christianity, according to Enlightenment standards, was its 
supernaturalism and its dependence on revelation and miracles. 
Some theologians tried to eliminate those “nonrational” elements 
from Christianity, turning it into a this-worldly code of individual 
and social improvement. Others sought to replace Christianity with 

2 Thomas Oden, Two Worlds: Notes on the Death of Modernity in America and Russia 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 32. See also Oden’s After Modernity . . . 
What? Agenda for Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1990), which argues that 
postmodernity makes possible a recovery of orthodox Christianity.
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the “rational religion” of Deism, which features a deity who imposes 
his rational mind on his creation, thus accounting for the rational 
order that can be found everywhere. But this rational deity does 
not interfere with the ordered system he set into motion; he leaves 
human beings to their own autonomy.

The nineteenth century became even more modern, as the ana-
lytical reason of the Enlightenment was complemented with the 
empirical rationalism of the scientific revolution. The Enlighten-
ment brought about the belief that a god was necessary to account 
for creation, though he was superfluous after that. With Charles 
Darwin (1809–82), creation could be explained solely in terms of 
natural processes, so a god was not necessary at all. By applying the 
economic laws of the socially transforming industrial revolution—
survival of the fittest and improvement by competition—to nature, 
Darwinism also promoted belief in progress. Human beings were 
getting better and better.

Such “modern” ideas accelerated in the twentieth century. Pro-
gressive educational theories assumed that teaching children could 
be reduced to a science like chemistry, initiating the new generations 
into modern life. Progressive politics took different forms and devel-
oped different ideologies—populism, socialism, social democracy, 
communism, and more—but they all had in common the assump-
tion that a utopian social order could be established based on a ratio-
nal philosophy, the implementation of a rational plan, and the appli-
cation of human expertise. 

It wasn’t long before every area of life had been subject to mod-
ernization. This meant throwing out the past—its traditions, discov-
eries, and achievements—and starting all over again, based on new 
principles. Thus, among other things, society created modern art, 
modern poetry, modern architecture, modern design—and, most 
important, modern theology, which not only promoted a scientific 
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approach to the Bible, explaining away its supernatural elements, 
but also recast Christianity according to a variety of “modern” ideas: 
psychotherapy, existentialism, Marxism, and the like.

But for all of the convictions of progress, all of the trust in what 
autonomous human beings could accomplish if they only threw off 
the shackles of the past, the modern age of the twentieth century was 
far from utopian. The century began with World War I, which was 
closely followed by World War II, which was, in turn, followed by 
the Cold War, including hot outbreaks throughout the world, such as 
the Vietnam War. Modernist ideologies that sought to solve society’s 
problems by means of experts and central control became totalitar-
ian monoliths. In the name of progressive ideas, modernists erected 
concentration camps and committed genocide. Modern technol-
ogy indeed made life easier, but it also gave us poisonous gas, long-
range bombers, and nuclear weapons. The modern economy saw an 
increase in wealth and raised standards of living, but it failed to elim-
inate poverty, turned creative workers into tenders of machines, and, 
ultimately, promoted materialism and greed.

Oden says the modern era ended on November 9, 1989, with the 
fall of the Berlin Wall.3 At the time, Marxism was a supreme mod-
ernist ideology, offering a rationalistic explanation for everything in 
terms of economics, class struggle, and its all-encompassing philo-
sophical system. But its real-world application in Communist Russia 
proved horrific, causing the death of millions, the establishment 
of a police state, and thought-control on a massive scale. By 1989, 
few citizens of the Soviet Union or its far-flung empire believed in 
Communism anymore. Then the entire Soviet system, despite its 
military power and its secret police, collapsed. The populations, 
young and old, rose up; soldiers refused to fire on their compatriots; 

3 Oden, Two Worlds, 32.
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government apparatchiks walked out of their offices to join the 
protesters in the streets. In Berlin, residents from both sides of the 
divided city tore down the wall that separated them. The wall that 
had become the emblem of Communist oppression—and the ideol-
ogy it represented—had fallen.

So the modernist era lasted exactly two hundred years, according 
to Oden’s signposts, from the fall of the Bastille in 1789 to the fall 
of the Berlin Wall in 1989. That is, from the victory of the first rad-
ically anti-traditional revolution, which was determined to remake 
society completely on the basis of reason alone, to the failure and 
implosion of a similar revolutionary project. What happened with 
Communism should not have been a surprise, for something similar 
happened at the very beginning of the French Revolution: the exhil-
aration of “Liberty! Equality! Fraternity!” turned into the Reign of 
Terror and the tyranny of Napoleon. (In contrast, as scholars have 
pointed out, the American Revolution was essentially conservative 
in its retention of Christianity, English law, and the tenets of classical 
republicanism. Nevertheless, America would become a quintessen-
tially “modern” nation.)

Oden’s period of exactly two hundred years might seem a little 
too neat, with an ending a little too late. Charles Jencks suggests 
modernism ended and postmodernism began at exactly 3:32 p.m. 
on July 15, 1972, with another act of demolition: the razing by 
explosives of the Pruitt-Igoe housing project in St. Louis, Missou-
ri.4 Built in the confidence of the 1950s, the multiple square blocks 
of featureless high-rises were designed to fight poverty by solving 
the housing problems of the poor. Instead, almost immediately, they 
became centers of crime, drug-addiction, and hopelessness. Since 
the residents didn’t own the buildings, the structures quickly fell 

4 Charles Jencks, The Language of Post-Modern Architecture (London: Rizzoli, 1984), 9. 
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into neglect and disrepair. Far from ending the problems of poverty, 
this urban housing project made them worse. Finally, government 
officials decided to give up on the whole idea, and the Pruitt-Igoe 
buildings were blown up, brought down by explosive charges and 
reduced to rubble.

But that emblematic demolition job, like that of the Berlin Wall, 
rested on prior disillusions. Already the general public had noticed 
the way modern urban renewal projects tore down beautiful old 
buildings and destroyed neighborhood communities, replacing 
them with ugly, impersonal boxes of concrete and steel, and building 
freeways to disperse the population into the suburbs. The artifacts of 
modernity began to seem soulless, shallow, and life-draining. 

“Postmodern,” as an alternative to “modern,” had its origins in 
the 1960s. The reaction against the Vietnam War and technocratic 
society crystallized in the “counter culture” and found a home on 
university campuses. Objective rationalism gave way to subjective 
irrationalism, the product of “mind-expanding” drugs, psycholog-
ical quests, and the sexual revolution. The Civil Rights Movement 
for African Americans was replicated with liberation movements 
for other minorities, women, and gays. This contributed to the rise 
of group identities, rather than the autonomous individual identi-
ties cultivated by modernists. A new awareness of various cultures, 
prompted by a rise in immigration and American diversity, mani-
fested itself in multiculturalism and then cultural relativism. Bur-
geoning technology affected society in new ways. The manufacturing 
of tangible objects in the American economy gave way to the making 
and consuming of information. Personal computers, the internet, 
smartphones, and video games gave us virtual reality—as well as 
virtual identities, virtual social networks, and virtual relationships—
contributing to the sense that all truths are imaginative construc-
tions. Pop culture, the entertainment industry, music, television, and 



18

AUTHENTIC CHRISTIANITY

many other cultural factors contributed to the transition from the 
“modern”—with its rationalism, its idealism, and its seriousness—to 
something more open, more experiential, and more multi-faceted, a 
new cultural mood known as “postmodernism.”

As all of this was happening in the culture, new thinkers and 
scholars were subjecting “modern” thought to a withering critique. 
Modernists projected a detached observer rationally analyzing objec-
tive reality so as to achieve absolute certainty. These new scholars 
exposed that model as an illusion. The observer is not detached but 
biased and culturally conditioned. Certainty can never be achieved. 
Truth claims are not discoveries but constructions. The same is true 
of moral principles, political ideologies, and religious convictions.

The French critic Jacques Derrida deconstructed not only the 
defining texts of modern and Western culture but also language 
itself. Because, as he said, “There is no transcendent logos,” there can 
be no such thing as objective meaning, whether in a work of liter-
ature, a collection of laws, or speech itself. Michel Foucault showed 
that not only texts but also great ideas and time-honored institutions 
are “masks” designed both to express but also to hide the power rela-
tionships in a culture, thereby keeping the oppressor in control.

In the academic world, such thinking can be found in and some-
times also dominates nearly every field—literature, history, philos-
ophy, law, the social sciences, education, theology—with the excep-
tion of science and mathematics, still bulwarks of modernism. This 
critique of objectivity and reduction of culture to power politics is 
the source of the “political correctness” that has paralyzed intellec-
tual life on so many college campuses. 

Thomas Oden considers this postmodernism to be nothing more 
than “hypermodernism.”5 The modernists used their reason to be 

5 Oden, Two Worlds, 79. 
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skeptical about everything. Then they turned their skepticism on 
reason itself. At any rate, this kind of thinking would seem to be 
at a dead end. If there is no truth, how can anything be studied? 
If there is no right and wrong, only impositions of power, how can 
there be politically-correct moral indignation? If the postmodernists 
are correct, all that can be done is to seize power for oneself or one’s 
own group and oppress one’s opponents in turn, using language to 
keep the public in line. If truth and morality are relative, there would 
seem to be no way forward.

Given these dead ends, some people are saying that postmodern-
ism is over. The destruction of the World Trade Center on 9/11 might 
be a good marker for that. The airliners crashing into the buildings 
would be examples of realities that were not mere constructions, and 
the cruelty of Islamic terrorism would cast doubt on the postmod-
ernist notions that all cultures, all moral systems, and all religions 
are equally valid. For, a little while after that catastrophe, America 
did seem to set postmodernism aside—invoking absolutes like good 
and evil rather than relativistic bromides—but then postmoderism 
reasserted itself with a vengeance. The new lesson from 9/11 is that 
all cultures, moral systems, and religions are equally invalid. And 
people who insist on holding to absolutes are equivalent to terrorists.

Oden says that if modernity, along with the hypermodernity of 
the postmodernists, has failed, the way to be actually postmodern 
is to contemporize the premodern. That is, to explore premodern 
ways of thinking and to bring them, where possible, into contem-
porary life. That does not mean replicating premodern ways of life, 
as in doing away with our technology or returning to the feudal 
system. Each age has its particular blindspots, shortcomings, and 
evils. Rather, Oden is recommending that we learn from the past 
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and apply its insights into our present life. That includes, specifically, 
rediscovering historic orthodox Christianity.6

Indeed, whereas the modernists insisted that everything be 
“new,” to the point of eliminating decorative touches in architecture 
and old-fashioned styles in the other arts, postmodern taste is quite 
open to the past. Postmodern architecture borrows elements from 
earlier styles—the classical, the gothic, the Victorian—and works 
them into contemporary-looking buildings. Today’s films are often 
renditions of earlier times. Urban planners trying to cultivate a sense 
of community, which has been a casualty of modernism, look to 
older examples—such as the village where people lived, worked, and 
played in close proximity and city neighborhoods before the advent 
of the automobile. Contemporary environmentalists, locavores, and 
localists are rediscovering the land and cultivating a sense of place 
as their ancestors knew it. Oden recommends that we do the same—
drawing on the past to address contemporary problems—when it 
comes to religion. And Lutheranism, which had its origins in the 
Renaissance transition between the old and the new, can show us 
how this can be done.

THe RATIonALISTS, THe nIHILISTS,  
AnD THe LuTHeRAnS

There were counter-Enlightenment voices as far back as the 
Enlightenment itself. In the nineteenth century, the Romantic Move-
ment—with its exaltation of emotion over reason, of the beauties 
of nature over understanding it analytically—was dominant for a 
while. And the nineteenth-century critics of the Enlightenment and 
the early twentieth-century critics of modernism are the forebears 

6 See Oden, After Modernity. 
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of today’s postmodernist thinkers. Derrida’s deconstruction of lan-
guage rests on the existentialism of Martin Heidegger and earlier 
existentialists, who taught that because there is no objective meaning 
in life, we must create meaning for ourselves. Similarly, Foucault’s 
reduction of ideologies and institutions to their power relationships 
rests on Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of the will to power and to his 
philosophical nihilism. 

Although we speak of periods such as the Enlightenment or 
Modernity as if everyone at the time followed their tenets, the  
anti-modernists, with their cultivated irrationalism and subjec-
tivism, exercised great influence of their own. For example, the  
Fascists of the 1930s and 1940s were modernist in seeking to rebuild 
society from the ground up, but their Nietzschean view of power, 
their tribalism, their constructivist view of morality, and their neo- 
pagan rejection of the West’s biblical heritage (which they branded 
as “Jewish”) derived from the irrationalists and the existentialists, 
and, indeed, could be described as postmodernist.7 

But another early critic of the Enlightenment, perhaps the most 
penetrating of them all, was neither an irrationalist nor a nihil-
ist, but a devout, confessional Lutheran. Johann Georg Hamann 
(1730–88), though largely forgotten until his recent rediscovery, was 
a prominent figure during his lifetime. The poet Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe considered him “the brightest mind of his day.” Hegel 
hailed his “penetrating genius.” Kierkegaard ranked him with Socra-
tes and called him one of the “most brilliant minds of all time” and 
the “greatest humorist in Christendom.”8 Another fan was C. F. W.  
Walther, one of the founders of The Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod, who often quoted Hamann in his writings.

7 See Gene Edward Veith Jr., Modern Fascism: Liquidating the Judeo-Christian Worldview 
(St. Louis: Concordia, 1993). 

8 John Betz, After Enlightenment: The Post-Secular Vision of J. G. Hamann (Chichester, UK: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 2–3, 14. 
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Hamann was a young member of the German Enlightenment 
crowd, eager to cast off the shackles of the past in the name of reason 
and reason alone. In London on a failed business trip, Hamann found 
himself penniless and despondent. On a whim, he started to read the 
Bible. He was overwhelmed. The Law and the Gospel did their work. 
He began to understand that the Word of God was addressing him 
personally. He read the account of Cain’s murder of Abel and real-
ized that “I, too, am Cain.” “I could no longer hide from God that 
I was the murderer of my brother, that I was the murderer of his 
only begotten Son.” But then he read about the blood of the brother 
crying from the ground (see Genesis 4:10). No sooner do “we hear 
the blood of the redeemer crying out in our heart than we feel that its 
ground has already been sprinkled,” he wrote, “that the same aveng-
ing blood cries grace to us.” As he read God’s Word, he felt the Holy 
Spirit taking him deeper and deeper into faith in Christ. “The Spirit 
of God continued, in spite of my great weakness, in spite of the long 
resistance that I had previously mounted against his witness and his 
stirrings, to reveal to me more and more the mystery of divine love 
and the benefit of faith in our merciful and only Savior.”9

Hamann’s conversion was all-consuming. His Enlightenment 
friends, including his Königsberg neighbor Immanuel Kant, were 
alarmed at the change in him and worried about his new religious 
convictions. They met with him to try to argue him out of his unrea-
sonable beliefs. Hamann’s response—preserved in correspondence 
and developed into a series of books on a wide variety of topics, 
written in a uniquely witty and enigmatic style—was to demolish 
the most basic assumptions of the Enlightenment.

“Faith is no work of reason and therefore cannot succumb to any 
attack by it; for faith arises as little from reasons as tasting and seeing 

9 Quoted in Betz, After Enlightenment, “The London Writings,” 31–32. 
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do.”10 You yourselves, he said in effect to his rationalistic friends, hold 
many beliefs to which reason could not lead you. And reason can 
lead to conclusions you don’t necessarily believe. Hamann took apart 
the Enlightenment model of the disinterested, serenely detached 
individual subjecting the world to completely objective judgments. 
Such objectivity is impossible, he showed, because it overlooks the 
very human biases, preconceptions, and prior beliefs that no one  
can escape. 

Rationalistic thinkers were proposing elaborate systems that pur-
ported to explain virtually everything. Hamann argued that none 
of those systems, for all of their supposed basis in rational analysis, 
would even last. “The system of today, which provides the proof of 
your presuppositions, will be the fairytale of tomorrow.”11 Here he 
has been prophetic. Think of the succession of thinkers in the history 
of philosophy, each of whom constructs a logical metaphysics, which 
is then superseded by the next philosopher and a new logical meta-
physics. Think of the all-encompassing but now discredited “met-
anarratives” of Hegel, Freud, Marx, and the various utopian ideol-
ogies. Consider what that record suggests about the all-explaining 
systems still taken seriously today, such as Darwinism and even the 
various schools of postmodernism. 

Hamann also probed the rationalists’ insistence on absolute cer-
tainty. Unless you can prove a proposition beyond any shadow of a 
doubt, using logic and scientific evidence, says the rationalist, I will 
not believe it. René Descartes experimented with radical skepticism, 
systematically doubting everything that could be questioned in an 
effort to find unquestionable truth, which, for him, was “I think; 
therefore, I am.” He could be certain only of his own existence. 

10 Quoted in Betz, After Enlightenment, 83.
11 Quoted in Betz, After Enlightenment, “The Magi of the East,” 96. 
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Although Descartes would build on that foundation, finding 
reasons to believe in the existence of the outside world and even of 
God, he demonstrates how the quest for complete certainty leads,  
ironically, to complete doubt, leaving the self alone, knowing 
nothing, and isolated from reality. In showing how the obsession with  
rational certainty makes objective reality dissolve completely, 
leading to utter nihilism, Hamann goes beyond critiquing modern-
ism. He is anticipating and then critiquing what would come: the 
postmodernists. 

Hamann does that even more with perhaps his most influential 
contribution to the history of ideas: the role of language in human 
thought. There can be no philosophy, no ideas, no thought apart from 
language. Moreover, as he said, “Reason is language.”12 Attempts to 
arrive at absolutely certain conclusions based on reason alone, apart 
from all traditions and cultural biases, are futile, because the lan-
guage used to formulate those conclusions is charged with tradition 
and culture. Hamann developed this insight in his “Metacritique” of 
Kant’s philosophy and applied it throughout his later writings. 

Thus, Hamann may well have been responsible for the “linguistic 
turn” in twentieth-century philosophy. This emphasis has taken dif-
ferent forms. The movement known as “linguistic analysis” examines 
age-old philosophical concepts and shows them to be “nothing but 
language.” Such so-called analytic philosophers are mostly logical 
positivists, convinced—in a modernist way—that the physical 
world is all there is. Postmodernists also stress the role of language 
in thought. They often employ Nietzsche’s metaphor of “the prison 
house of language.” That is, since our very thoughts are conditioned 
by the words we use, all of which are culturally determined, we 
cannot escape our language. Jacques Derrida purports to show that 

12 Quoted in Betz, After Enlightenment, 130, from a letter to J. G. Herder. 
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since there is no “transcendent logos,” language itself lacks objec-
tive meaning. Trapped in the prison house of language, we can never 
go beyond it, so that we can never fully know any kind of objective 
truth. This is a primary basis for postmodernist relativism. Different 
cultures have different languages and each represents a different con-
struction of reality. But since language itself offers only an illusion 
of meaning, there is actually no meaning anywhere, and we are left 
with nihilism. 

But for Hamann, there is a “transcendent logos”: the logos of the 
first chapter of John:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and  the Word was God  He was in the begin-
ning with God  All things were made through Him, and 
without Him was not any thing made that was made  In 
Him was life, and the life was the light of men       

The true light, which gives light to everyone, was coming 
into the world  He was in the world, and the world was 
made through Him, yet the world did not know Him  He 
came to His own, and His own people did not receive 
Him   But to all who did receive Him,  who believed in 
His name,  He gave the right  to become  children of 
God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the 
flesh nor of the will of man, but of God 

And  the Word  became flesh and  dwelt among us,  and 
we have seen His glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
father, full of grace and truth  (vv  1–4, 9–14)

God’s Word—the logos—underlies all things. The whole creation 
came into being “through” God’s language. God’s Word—the Bible—
is conveyed by means of human language, which thus does have 
meaning. God’s Word comes to us not as reason but as revelation. 
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Christianity is not one of those systems or ideologies or “metanar-
ratives” that fails because Christianity is not a construction of human 
reason but a revelation of God Himself. Reason itself is possible only by 
God’s logos, the word from which logic is derived. Reason, however, 
can never be “alone,” for it, too, requires faith—first, faith that the 
external world has an order and a meaning that reason can discern; 
then, faith in a mind behind the world that gives it intelligibility, 
thus, faith in God and, ultimately, faith in Jesus Christ, the Word 
made flesh. Language may be a prison house for those who reject 
God’s Word, the autonomous selves who deny truths they cannot 
understand. But God’s Word can break into the prison house and 
bring liberation to the captives by conveying Christ, who humbled 
Himself to the point of dying on the physical cross for their objective 
justification. Enlightenment, for Hamann, comes not from rejecting 
tradition in the name of reason, but from knowing “the true light, 
which gives light to everyone” (John 1:9).

Hamann wrote about not only philosophy, but also history, lin-
guistics, politics, and aesthetics. He sought to “see all things through 
Christ.”13 Writing also in the field of theology, Hamann marveled 
at the kenosis of God, how He empties Himself of His majesty to 
descend to human beings in all of their limitations and sins: God 
the Father’s creation and providential care for all that He has made; 
God the Son’s incarnation and death on a cross to atone for the sins 
of the world; God the Holy Spirit’s presence in the ordinary words 
of Holy Scripture. Betz summarizes what he calls “Hamann’s most 
fundamental point” saying this:

The transcendent God is kenotically hidden within lan-
guage—just as he is kenotically hidden within creation, 
just as he is kenotically hidden within human history, just 

13 Betz, After Enlightenment, 133. 
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as he is kenotically hidden within the humanity of Christ, 
and just as the Holy Spirit is kenotically hidden within 
the “rags” of Scripture  In sum, on the basis of this vision 
of the kenosis of transcendence, which is able to find 
the transcendent God in this world under the various 
guises of his love, Hamann points the way to a theologi-
cal recovery of nature, history, language, and art 14

The modernists attempted to reduce nature, history, language, 
and art to simple rationalistic principles. The postmodernists lost 
them altogether. But Hamann’s Christian perspective, Betz thinks, 
can bring them back by rediscovering their basis in the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.

Betz believes that Hamann offered the best critique of the Enlight-
enment and thus, by extension, of Modernism. He also anticipated 
many of the ideas of today’s postmodernists, while at the same time 
offering an alternative to them. Betz believes that Hamann should be 
mentioned with the reigning “postmodern triumvirate” of Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, and Derrida. The difference is that those three lead to the 
dead end of nihilism. Hamann, though, offers a way forward. The 
only choice we have, according to Betz, is between Hamann (that is, 
the Christian faith) and nihilism:

Anticipating the collapse of secular reason, Hamann 
thus brings us to a decidedly postmodern crossroads, at 
which point one can take the road of faith, which, as an 
inspired tradition attests, leads to ever greater enlighten-
ment; or one can take the road of postmodern unbelief, 
which leads to nihilism  Simply put, the alternative is one 
between Hamann and postmodernity 15

14 Betz, After Enlightenment, 340.
15 Betz, After Enlightenment, 319. 
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Betz elsewhere describes the Hamann alternative as “post- 
secular.”16

PoSTMoDeRnITY AnD  
oRDInARY LuTHeRAnISM

Although Hamann has been called the most sophisticated critic 
of the Enlightenment,17 his teachings amount to little more than 
ordinary Lutheranism, as we will discuss later in this book: the limits 
of human reason and the necessity of God’s Word; the centrality of 
faith; the distinction between Law and Gospel; God being approach-
able solely through His incarnation in Christ; the theology of the 
cross versus the theology of glory; God revealing Himself by means 
of His physical creation in Word and Sacrament; God’s hidden pres-
ence in the secular realm.

Hamann’s critique of Enlightenment rationalism differs little 
from Luther’s critique of Christian rationalism. Medieval scholasti-
cism had turned Christianity into a system of logical syllogisms—as 
we see in the Summa of St. Thomas Aquinas—grounded in Aristo-
telian philosophy. This resulted, Luther believed, in a distant God 
whose grace and forgiveness were obscured by moralism, institu-
tional power, and a world-denying piety. Luther’s remedy was the 
same as Hamann’s: the limits of human reason and the necessity of 
God’s Word; the centrality of faith; the distinction between Law and 
Gospel; God being approachable solely through His incarnation in 
Christ; the theology of the cross versus the theology of glory; God 
revealing Himself by means of His physical creation in Word and 
Sacrament; God’s hidden presence in the secular realm.

To be sure, Hamann’s “post-secular” alternative to nihilism is the 

16 Betz, After Enlightenment, 312, 337–40. 
17 See http://www.iep.utm.edu/hamann/.
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Christian faith. That faith manifests itself in many theological tradi-
tions, all of which are alternatives to nihilism. But Hamann drew on 
distinctively Lutheran teachings—such as the kenoticism of Luther’s 
theology of the cross, the sacramental quality of Scripture, and even 
the complex nuances of Lutheran Christology18—to counter both the 
Enlightenment skeptics and the post-Enlightenment nihilists. These 
distinctively Lutheran teachings should have a special resonance for 
modernists and postmodernists.

Modernism and postmodernism are more than abstract philos-
ophies. Most modernists and postmodernists probably have never 
heard of the key figures of these movements. Most have probably 
never heard of the terms modernism and postmodernism. Moder-
nity and postmodernity are conditions. They are attitudes, frames of 
mind, and assumptions. That is, they are worldviews.

Contemporary culture consists largely of people who believe 
truth is relative, that they can choose their own morality, that life 
has no particular meaning. There are still modernists who believe 
that the material world is all there is and that the only reality is what 
science can prove. They have declined in number, but the new athe-
ists have perhaps given them a boost. We still hear the argument 
from uncertainty, those who insist that they cannot believe in the 
existence of God unless it can be proven beyond the shadow of a 
doubt. The postmodernists, on the other hand, are “spiritual but not 
religious.” They believe all religions are equally valid and construct 
their own personal religion, one “that is right for me.” Both mod-
ernists and postmodernists are essentially godless. The Deism of the 
Enlightenment has morphed into what has been called moralistic 
therapeutic Deism. God is distant and detached from His creation, 

18 See Betz, After Enlightenment, 255, who quotes and discusses Hamann’s explanation of the 
“mystery of language” in terms of the communicatio idiomatum, the doctrine in Lutheran 
Christology dealing with the communication between the two natures of Christ.
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but in today’s version, He still cares and offers therapy to help solve 
your problems. As postmodernists construct their own religions, 
they might project a more mystical kind of god, but one who is not 
too demanding and who accords with their desires. 

If, as Betz says, Hamann’s way is the only alternative to nihilism, 
and if Hamann’s way is ordinary Lutheranism, this would suggest 
that ordinary Lutheranism can be particularly relevant to ordinary 
modernists and postmodernists. 

THIS BooK
Modernity drained the outside world of its significance. So post-

modernity sent people inward. And yet the outside world keeps 
impinging itself, even on those who think they construct their own 
reality. Death, for example, is not a personal or cultural construction. 
It is a reality outside the self. So are suffering, disease, and failure. 
These come to us from the outside, apart from our will or our power. 
Good things come to us from the outside too: love, the birth of a 
child, the sunset over the mountains. These are all objective, physi-
cal realities. However much our philosophy might tell us that these 
things—love, children, sunsets—are meaningless, we know that they 
are not. However much our philosophy might tell us that moral-
ity is a matter of our choice and that there are no moral absolutes,  
we do not really believe that. Otherwise, why do we still feel guilt 
and shame and indignation? Why are we always trying to justify  
ourselves?

One thing that we need, both to deliver us from the reduction-
isms of modernity and the alienated subjectivity of postmodernity, is 
a way to recover the spiritual significance of objective reality. Luther-
anism—with its emphasis on creation, incarnation, sacraments, and 
vocation—can help us do that. Other religions dismiss the world as 
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an illusion, and other theologies promise to help us 
leave behind the physical world so we can be more 
spiritual. But Lutheranism shows how the physical 
realm and the most ordinary corners of our lives—
our work, our families, and our society in all of its 
secularity—are charged with the presence of God. 
And it shows that our endless attempts at self-jus-
tification—proving to others and to ourselves that 
we are right—are unnecessary. Because we are jus-
tified by Christ. Lutheranism can also help people 
today regain a conception of God, come to terms 
with suffering, and gain a sense that their lives 
have meaning.

It may be that Lutheranism is an articulation 
of Christianity that can reach relativists, secularists, the spiritual but 
not religious, those who cannot so much as conceive of God, those 
who try to turn themselves into God, and other products and casu-
alties of contemporary culture. 

Lutheranism 
shows how the 
physical realm 
and the most 
ordinary corners 
of our lives—our 
work, our families, 
and our society in 
all of its secular-
ity—are charged 
with the presence 
of God.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: MEGA-
CHURCH OR METACHURCH?

Five hundred years after the outbreak of the Protestant Refor-
mation, there is the sense that twenty-first century Christianity 
could use another Reformation. Contemporary churches seem 

adrift, confused, and dysfunctional, ill-equipped for the challenges of 
secularism, postmodernism, and cultural change. Many Christians 
believe that churches need to make changes in order to reach the 
“unchurched,” including the growing number of 
those who describe themselves as “spiritual but 
not religious.” 

But could it be that the same theology that 
ignited the Reformation five hundred years ago 
could bring reformation to the church of the 
twenty-first century? Or, even more difficult, 
offer an articulation of Christianity that would 
resonate with postmodernists, secularists, and 
those who are “spiritual but not religious”?

Could it be that the 
same theology that 
ignited the Refor-
mation five hundred 
years ago could 
bring reformation  
to the church of the  
twenty-first  
century?
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BuRneD-ouT BeLIeVeRS AnD  
SPIRITuAL SeCuLARISTS

There is a growing need to recover authentic Christian spirituality 
that can engage both nonbelievers and burned-out believers. Count-
less people have given up on the church; they know enough to know 
they do not want to know any more. Some perceive churches to be 
groups of narrow-minded, inauthentic people who gather together 
weekly to cast judgment on their neighbors. Some liken churches to 
timeshare presentations in which unsuspecting people are lured in 
by free doughnuts and entertainment only to be hit up with a request 
for money. Others consider churches to be dusty social clubs where 
grandma goes to play pinochle. Some are veterans of megachurches 
but come to the point of thinking, “Is that all there is”? Others have 
invested themselves wholeheartedly into a particular church or a 
series of churches, only to become exhausted, spiritually drained,  
and disillusioned. 

These burned-out and disaffected believers are often still on 
church rolls, but many have joined the rising number of people who 
do not identify with any religious affiliation. Known as the “nones,” 
this group constitutes one-fifth of the American public.1 There is 
an even greater concentration of these disaffected believers among 
millennials (young adults who grew up in the period of transition 
between the twentieth and twenty-first centuries). One-third of 
adults under thirty do not identify with any religious affiliation.2 
This phenomenon is certainly not limited to North America; many 
parts of Europe outpace the rest of the world. Regardless, the reality 
is this: more and more people are attending church less and less. 

1 Pew Research Center, “  ‘Nones’ on the Rise,” October 9, 2012, www.pewforum.
org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise.

2 Pew Research Center, “ ‘Nones’ on the Rise.
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Most of these individuals, however, are not 
strictly atheist or agnostic. While thirteen million 
people in the United States describe themselves as 
atheist or agnostic, a staggering thirty-three million 
simply have no religious affiliation.3 While not 
identifying with a particular religious community, 
these people believe in God, pray often, and deeply 
desire a life that is rich in spirituality. This group often describes itself 
as being “spiritual but not religious.” They are often concerned with 
spiritual issues and open to the possibility of the supernatural, but 
they resist organized religion and often refuse to classify themselves 
as being members of any particular faith. 

These burned-out believers and spiritual secularists have given 
up any hope that an engaging and meaningful spirituality can be 
found in a single Christian denomination. Rather than attending 
worship at a local church, they prefer attending to their spiritual 
needs elsewhere. Rather than searching the Scriptures, they prefer to 
search the metaphysics aisle at their local bookstore. Instead of being 
fed by a single denomination, they prefer to feast on a smorgasbord 
of spiritual beliefs. These disaffected believers have not rejected the 
existence of God or the need for meaningful spirituality; however, 
they have strongly rejected whatever it is they think churches today 
have to offer. 

To be certain, churches have sought to engage the “unchurched.” 
The Church Growth Movement advocates being “seeker-sensitive,” 
which often means it relies heavily on gimmicks and glitz. The goal 
is to eliminate church traditions that might be obstacles and unfa-
miliar to outsiders, thus making the church more attractive to secu-
larists. But this also makes the church more secular. Weak theology 

3 Pew Research Center, “ ‘Nones’ on the Rise.”

The reality is 
this: more and 
more people are 
attending church 
less and less. 
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is accompanied by strong coffee served up in an ultramodern build-
ing. Worship consists of five praise songs, the sermon resembles a 
TED Talk, and the prayers all have background music. The emerging 
church, on the other hand, has sought to engage the same people in 
a very different way. This movement has attempted to deconstruct 
the institutional church and free it from outmoded practices, such 
as worshiping in a traditional church sanctuary, Law and Gospel 
sermons, and closed Communion—even denominations might 
seem outdated. Pubs and living rooms are the new sanctuaries. 
Sermons are light on universal truth claims and heavy on open dia-
logue. “Generous orthodoxy,” a radical openness and acceptance of 
widely different teachings, is considered the most effective way to 
engage disaffected believers. Potlucks are rebranded as “communal 
eating.” 

These efforts have worked to an extent. The Church Growth and 
the Emerging Church Movements have engaged a number of people 
with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. However, there is serious doubt 
about exactly how effective they have been and will continue to be in 
the future when it comes to transmitting Christianity in its richness 
and depth.4 

 And there is considerable doubt about how effective these efforts 
are at engaging burned-out and disaffected believers thirty years old 
and younger, many of whom are casualties of trendy youth groups 
and accommodating megachurches. The millennial generation is 
quite adept at sniffing out anything that is inauthentic or phony. 
They can hear laugh tracks from a mile away. They can sense when 
someone is too old for skinny jeans. And they know when a church 

4 See, for example, Gary L. Macintosh, ed., Evaluating the Church Growth Movement: Five 
Views (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010); Gregory A. Pritchard, Willow Creek Seeker 
Services: Evaluating a New Way of Doing Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996); Lucas 
V. Woodford, Great Commission, Great Confusion, or Great Confession? The Mission of the 
Holy Christian Church (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2012).
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is putting on an act. Is continually updating the church culture so 
that it accords with the nonchurch culture the best framework for 
recovering authentic Christian spirituality? Our contention is no. 

On the most pragmatic level, the strategy of continually making 
minor stylistic “improvements” as a way to become more effective 
works only to a point, and then it stops working. 
This can be seen in computer programming with 
the problem of the “local maximum.”5 

Although a simple task, sorting numbers is a 
benchmark test in the field of computer program-
ming. A programming language is judged on the 
basis of how many steps it takes to organize one 
hundred numbers. Programmers load a random 
set of one hundred numbers into a computer and 
see how efficiently the programming language 
puts those numbers in order. 

Computer scientist Danny Hallis devised a 
unique plan to break the record for this benchmark test. At the time 
Hallis began his work, the world record was set at sixty-six steps. He 
developed a software program that created thousands of algorithmic 
miniprograms. These miniprograms were then tested to see if they 
showed any capacity for sorting numbers. If they were able to sort 
numbers, then they survived into the next generation and were bred 
with another one of the miniprograms. This process was repeated a 
few thousand times until it had made a program that could sort the 
numbers in seventy-five steps. This was pretty impressive for a first 
attempt. However, no matter how many times Hallis ran the exper-
iment, it continually stalled out in the range of seventy-five steps. 

5 For another explanation and application of the principle, see Seth Godin’s blogpost, 
“Understanding Local Max,” Seth’s Blog, November 9, 2005, http://sethgodin.typepad.
com/seths_blog/2005/11/understanding_l.html. 

Is continually 
updating the 
church culture 
so that it accords 
with the non-
church culture the 
best framework 
for recovering 
authentic Chris-
tian spirituality?
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There was a problem: The system had reached a local maximum. 
Imagine placing all these programs on a landscape. The least effi-

cient programs (99–80 steps) would be in the low valleys, and the 
most efficient programs (79–75 steps) would be on the high ridges. 
Since the system only rewarded programs that improved on the 
prior generation, there was no incentive for a program to step back-
ward and run the risk of death. A program would simply continue 
in a similar arrangement in order to remain on top of a high ridge. 
This meant that they seldom made further improvements once they 
had reached the top of a ridge. Since it had created a program more 
effective than all the others, it stalled out as if it had made the most 
effective program possible. In other words, the system treated a high 
ridge as if it were Mount Everest. 

Hallis devised a solution to overcome these local maximums. He 
introduced “predators” into the system. A miniprogram could not 
remain at a high ridge without the threat of being destroyed by one 
of these predators. Thus, the miniprograms had to constantly seek 
improvements in order to stay alive. After resolving the issue of local 
maximums, Hallis ran the experiment again. This time the result was 
stunning: sixty-two steps. 

What does this example have to do with churches today? Churches 
today have hit a local maximum in their efforts to engage the  
nonchurched. 

Let’s unpack this a little bit. 
Suppose a church began swapping out their printed hymnals 

for digital screens. They found that this change 
was effective for engaging unchurched people in 
the community. In fact, even some young people 
began showing up on Sunday. The church then 
decided to construct a coffee shop in the narthex. 
This addition was also effective for engaging a 

Churches today 
have hit a local 
maximum in their 
efforts to engage 
the nonchurched. 



39

InTRoDuCTIon: MeGACHuRCH oR MeTACHuRCH?

number of disaffected individuals. Seeing how both of these efforts 
were effective, they merged them together by bringing the coffee 
shop into the worship space and utilizing the screens more often. 
They improved on this program little by little: more coffee machines, 
more froth and foam, a wider selection of praise music, and bigger 
screens with more pixels. Bit by bit, they built on this paradigm 
until the screens were as big as possible and their coffee shop rivaled 
any business in town. They had hit a local maximum: they were the 
church with the best coffee and the biggest screens. 

Does this mean that they had discovered the most effective 
means of reaching the unchurched? Hardly. People could easily go 
to another coffee shop in town and get a cup of fair-trade, pour-over 
coffee without all the ruckus of a praise band. People could go to the 
movie theater and see a screen with higher resolution and comfier 
chairs. The program that this church was running could only take 
them so far. It was certainly effective in its own terms. Neverthe-
less, they had only ascended to the top of a ridge, bringing in a 
certain number of new people, but doing little to spread Christianity 
through the culture as a whole.

The same thing goes for the Emerging Church Movement. Cre-
ating a worshiping community that is free from the authoritarian 
dogma of the past can be effective for engaging postmodern gener-
ations. Open dialogue and generous hospitality are enticing for dis-
affected believers. Fully inked pub churches will certainly provide a 
safe space for spiritual conversation. 

Still, this program will inevitably reach a local maximum. Third 
spaces are present everywhere, and people can find authentic com-
munity just as easily at the barbershop. Public universities are hard to 
compete with when it comes to rejecting the authoritarian dogmas of 
the past. Someone looking for tattooed biceps and gnarly beards can 
find more than enough at the local dive bar. The emerging church 
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has found something that is effective in attracting the attention of 
some people who are unchurched or alienated believers. Yet, it has 
only worked its way to the top of a ridge.

The various techniques proposed for “growing the church” 
gained recognition because they seemed more effective than previ-
ous efforts. They “improved” on previous practices and found ways 
to bring more people into church. Yet, like the computer programs, 
they can only go so far. In order to achieve their mission, both com-
puter programs and churches need to confront the “predators.” For 
Christianity, those would be sin and death, or, put another way, the 
world, the flesh, and the devil. Instead of tinkering with style, for 
better or worse, churches need to deal, in a serious way, with the 
content of their teaching. Specifically, they need to find effective 
ways to rescue people from their life-and-death spiritual problems, 
particularly those that are characteristic of our age.

We need a different framework. We need a better framework. We 
need to recognize that these past movements have maximized their 
effectiveness. We need a framework that can move beyond these 
local maximums and engage the thirty-three million people who are 
spiritual but not religious. Rather than pushing for bigger screens 
and skinnier jeans, we believe churches today need a framework that 
will allow us to recover authentic Christian spirituality. No socio-
logical studies for being “seeker sensitive.” No wishy-washy dialogue 
that refuses to assert anything of substance. No new blends of coffee 
or complimentary tablets behind every pew. We simply need a way 
to recover authentic Christian spirituality. 

Imagine if it were possible for churches today to engage people 
with a real and powerful Christianity that is not predicated on new 
gimmicks, cultural conformity, or downplaying doctrine. What if 
churches could offer a robust spirituality that is not a mile wide and 
an inch deep? What would it look like if churches had a framework 
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for engaging burned-out and disaffected believers while still remain-
ing faithful?

This framework would have to be authentically Christian. The 
nearness of God through the incarnation of Jesus Christ is authen-
tically Christian. Divine justification leading to an existence that 
is affirmed by God is authentically Christian. Vocation bringing 
together the secular and spiritual realms is authentically Christian. 
These notions were not concocted by sociologists or some Seat-
tle-based baristas; they are historically rooted truths of the Christian 
faith. They are based in and flow out of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
Rather than being a protean blob that morphs with the culture, 
this framework would be a uniquely Christian expression. Instead 
of being a product of the ever-changing zeitgeist, this framework 
would be authentically Christian at its core.

Imagine a Christianity of Christianities. Not just Baptist spiritu-
ality, Roman Catholic spirituality, but one that draws on the genius 
of all Christian traditions. The strongest elements from every dif-
ferent Christian heritage could be emphasized, while avoiding their 
weaknesses. Rather than diluting the diversity of Christianity into a 
vague, indistinct mess (as in last century’s Ecumenical Movement), 
this approach would hold the tensions together and maintain their 
integrity. Along the lines of what G.  K. Chesterton describes in 
Orthodoxy, this framework would be adept at “combining furious 
opposites, by keeping them both, and keeping them both furious.”6 
It would draw together many different paradoxes from across the 
panoply of Christian traditions and “give room for good things to run 
wild.”7 And yet, rather than being an ecumenical lowest common 
denominator, it would have its own distinctives that directly address 
the needs and issues of our day.

6 G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York: SnowBall Classics Publishing, 2015), 60.
7 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 61.
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This framework would be markedly better than the Church 
Growth or Emerging Church Movements. Stronger than a double 
shot of espresso, this framework would hold together the strengths 
of many different Christian traditions. Clearer than any high-reso-
lution screen, this framework would convey the eternal truth of the 
Christian faith. Louder than any praise band, this different approach 
would speak to burned-out and disaffected believers trying to make 
sense of a secular, postmodern world. 

There is, in fact, a theology at hand that could help us build this 
framework. It is called Lutheran Christianity.

MeTACHuRCH
Martin Luther’s nailing of his Ninety-Five Theses against the sale 

of indulgences on the church door in Wittenberg on October 31, 
1517, was a pivotal moment in history, a transition point between 
the premodern and the modern eras. But Luther, who has been 
variously described both as the last medieval man and as the first 
modern man, bridges the eras. 

Luther’s project was not to break away from but to reform the one 
true Church. He thought that the essential message of the Church—
that Christ died to save sinners—had become buried under institu-
tional preoccupation with power, moral corruption, and theological 
additions that had the effect of obscuring the Gospel. His immediate 
objection in 1517 was to a penitential system that encouraged Chris-
tians to pay their way out of purgatory. Essentially, this system said, 
“You can either spend thousands of years in the fires of purgatory, 
where you would pay the ‘temporal’ penalty for your sins, even for 
sins that were atoned for and forgiven, confessed and absolved. Or, 
you can pay the church for an indulgence, which applies the merits 
of the saints (not Christ) to your account.” In the consequent debates 


