
 

Pastor Stef’s Book Review – June 2019 

The book is big. The book is daunting. The book is intimidating. It is 682 pages! But this is one of 

those times you should not judge a book by its size. In reality, James Houston and Jens Zimmermann’s 

(editors) book Sources of the Christian Self: A Cultural History of Christian Identity (2018) is 42 short 

biographies on the life and ideas of people throughout church history. (Each chapter is actually only 

between 10-20 pages long).  

One of the great strengths of this book is that it is written by 42 different authors, each of whom 

is an expert on the person they cover. This means that you get the best of the best and, if a particular 

scholar’s writing style appeals to you, or a certain character from church history interests you, the book 

will point you to where you can read at a much greater depth. Most of the authors are professors from 

either Regent or Trinity here in the lower mainland. You will also see an impressive array of PhDs from 

Oxford, Cambridge and Harvard among them. The depth of theological scholarship from an evangelical 

perspective, here in the lower mainland, is among the best in the world. It would be a shame to miss out 

on what is right in our own backyard.  

The books starts with a few opening chapters on some Biblical figures. After that it takes you 

through church history from Justin Martyr (100s) to Jacques Ellul (died 1994). The biographies are of 

both Catholics and Protestants and written by people sympathetic to their views, without ignoring their 

faults. Certainly this book could be read cover to cover, but you can just as easily pick and choose and 

simply read about a few of the people you are interested in. Maybe you are wondering why Pastor Stef 

quotes C.S. Lewis and Martin Luther so much. Maybe you’ve heard a rumor that Origen castrated 

himself and you want to know if that is true. Maybe you just want to discover a new friend. The only 

caution I would have on the “pick-and-choose” method, it’s to try and also pick someone you would not 

normally look at. This protects us from confirmation bias and lets us hear from those we normally 

wouldn’t listen to.   

 I believe that, next to reading the Bible, reading Christian biography is one of the highest 

spiritual disciplines. It connects us to our family. It honours, and gives us examples, of those who have 

faithfully followed Christ. It shows us what God has continued to do beyond Acts. It helps us learn from 

the success and mistakes of history. And it grounds us in God’s universal church and protects us from 

becoming sectarian.  

This really is an excellent book and so I encourage you to check out a few chapters; although I 

think, once you do, you will be curious to read a few more! 

 

 


