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Living the Gospel Story
Narrative Discipleship within 

the Narrative Community

Dino’s Story

Dino was born into a loving family and grew up within the Greek O rtho
dox Church community. As is so often the story, he got caught up in the 
wrong circles in his early teens and began to abuse drugs and alcohol. His 
increasingly volatile behavior eventually exasperated his parents, and he 
left home as a sixteen-year-old. One night, while living with some gang 
members who had befriended him, he was given heroin and was raped by 
an older man. In an attempt to dull the shame and confusion that engulfed 
him, he threw himself headlong into a life of drugs and alcohol, overdosing 
tw ice by the time he was eighteen and attem pting suicide several times. 
Heroin addiction opened the door to a host of destructive experiences and 
other addictions. He found himself enmeshed in a web of sex, alcohol, and 
increasingly reckless drug use, and he fell into a pattern of highly depen
dent romantic relationships.



Living the Gospel Story

In a desperate attem pt to break him out o f this cycle, D ino’s parents 
sent him to live with extended family in London— but things didn’t work 

out as planned. W hile his flight from New Zealand stopped to refuel in 
Singapore, Dino was robbed and forced to delay his onward flight. Although 

he eventually made it to London, he never made the intended connec

tion with family. Lost in a big city o f endless possibilities, Dino became 

involved with cocaine dealers, gangsters, and a group of prostitutes who 

became his surrogate mothers, taking him under their wing and looking 

after him. He was close to being killed on many occasions, and by the time 

he turned forty-three he was exhausted from running. Reflecting on that 

time now, Dino says that his addiction began with the shame and trauma 

of being raped. Bad decisions and destructive ways o f living snowballed, 

and very quickly Dino merged with the chaos he had entered. This chaos 

became his sense o f identity. Once he was lost in it, life became a matter 

o f mere survival.

Stepping into a N ew  Story

A chance encounter would change everything. A guy Dino had only 

just met bought him lunch and asked if he could pray with him. At one 

point during the meal, this new friend— who knew nothing about D ino’s 

background— said to him, “I sense God is saying that you’ve been running 

from pain and shame all your life and that you can’t go on, you’ve had 

enough. God wants you to know that you don’t have to, that you can stop, 
receive his forgiveness, and everything will be okay.”

The conversation proved to be a decisive fork in the road of Dino’s journey. 

He attended a church service a little later, where he responded to an invita
tion to stand up and ask God to meet with him. Dino received a glimpse 

of God’s presence and the promise o f a better way, which he describes as a 

sudden, deep “knowing” that he was experiencing something profoundly 
different from anything he had ever known before— a sense o f safety and 

love that came from outside himself but that he experienced within.

This encounter gave Dino the resolve to end the chaotic pattern of his 
life. He had glimpsed another way, and as he experienced G od’s forgive

ness, waves o f relief and joy washed over him for the first time. He knew he 

was not yet free, but the new path opening up could lead him to freedom.
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C harting a New Course for Christian Form ation

In narrative terms, he stood at the beginning of a new story. Although the 

specific contours were unknown, he knew that the destination was good, 
so he took his first steps into trusting God.

Dino describes being taken apart piece by piece: every bit o f character, 
every addiction, every destructive relationship was brought to the surface 

to be tested, to see whether he’d been released and healed. The initial stages 

of this journey were dramatic and unsettling. As he immersed himself in 

prayer, Scripture, and worship, everything from his old life came rushing 

to the foreground. It was like someone turning over and returfing a lawn. 

Within this frightening mess, only the glimpse o f hope he’d experienced 
in that first encounter with God gave him courage to keep moving.

Walking in the Com pany o f  Others

After about six weeks at church, Dino came across a Scripture passage 

that encouraged him to “seek good counsel.” He approached the senior 
pastors, who prayed with him and connected him with people who came 

alongside him for regular coffee, conversation, and prayer. This regular 

contact and relational support encouraged Dino to stay connected to church 

and keep going, despite the struggle between his old life and the new hope 
that was breaking in. The most im portant formative process happened as 

Ian, a trained spiritual mentor within the church, purposefully discipled 

D ino, meeting with him alm ost every day for nearly four years. W ithin 

this relationship Dino honed the rhythms, practices, and disciplines o f the 

Christian life. Like the early converts living in the presence of the apostle 
Paul, Dino was able to mimic the pattern of Ian’s life, character, and way 

of thinking. He regularly confessed his sins and received G od’s forgiveness. 

He learned how to pray, how to read Scripture, and how to form patterns 
and habits that progressively displaced his old way of life. When things fell 

apart— as they often did— Ian was there for him to cling to, and eventually 
Ian taught Dino how to mentor others himself.

I have never seen anyone take hold of a vocation with such passion as 

D ino, and it is no wonder, given the influence of his mentor in the form a

tion of his own faith and character. During those years, Ian acted as a pilot 
and pathfinder, teaching Dino through his own example and wisdom how 

to walk consistently within the Christian journey.

190



1 Living the Gospel Story

R edeem ed  Relationships: M eeting Lucy

One of the most destructive and addictive patterns in D ino’s life had 
been his series of romantic relationships, in which he found himself caught 
in a pattern o f overly dependent attachm ents. This proved a difficult dy
namic to break, even after he came to faith. Over time and through prayer, 
counseling, mentoring, reading Scripture, and experiencing new patterns 
o f friendship within the church, Dino was able to step into healthy rela
tionships. Soon after coming to faith, he became friends with a woman at 
the church named Lucy. After several years o f being “just good friends,” 
the nature o f  the relationship changed for both o f them , and it b los
somed into a rom antic connection. They were married a few years later. 
T his wedding, which took place among the Christian community where 
Dino first encountered G od, was a clear dem onstration o f the gospel’s 
healing power. It was like standing at a lookout point midway up a long 
m ountain trek: having traveled up a sustained and steep incline through 
dense bush, the clim ber suddenly gets a vista o f where he’s com e from 
and the significant height he’s reached. Although not the top, to be sure, 
it is a striking perspective on the narrative progress o f the Christian life 

all the same.

M arriage as a N ew  Stage o f  Healing

It is a myth, o f course, that marriage is the end of the road. For Dino 
it was a vivid dem onstration of G od’s work in his life, but it was also a 
new stage in the journey of healing. One night while lying next to Lucy 
in bed, he suddenly rolled up into the fetal position as a wave o f fear 
washed over him . For the first time in his life he heard in his mind the 
words o f the man who had abused him as a teenager, words that had 
been subconsciously locked away for a lifetim e. Although he had lived 
out most o f his adult life caught in the shame of these words, until now 
he had protected him self from hearing them. Finally, in the safety o f a 
loving relationship, the diabolical voice from D ino’s past began to haunt 
him, seeking to unravel G od’s restoration and suck him back into the pain 

o f this defining experience.
N ot surprisingly, he crumpled. Had the journey so far been in vain? 

Perhaps, he wondered, it wasn’t possible to escape the deep past— those
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events that had formatively shaped how he thought about himself. But 

instead of burying this trauma, he immediately sought out several trusted 
friends. They prayed for healing and freedom from this experience. He 

felt himself decisively set free from it, and it has not troubled him since.

Dino had landed in London as a troubled eighteen-year-old with bleak 
prospects. M ost o f his friends were either dead or in prison, and he seemed 

destined to join them. Nearly thirty years later he flew back to his birthplace 

in New Zealand, a place he had vowed never to return, as an Anglican 

priest and loving husband. He soon became a proud father.

D in o ’s story is a dram atic one and certain ly  not the norm  in our 

experience o f discipleship, and yet it shows w hat narrative disciple- 

ship looks like in the flesh. T h is stunning transform ation from  addict 

and relation sh ip -ju n k ie to  p riest, husband, and father did n ot com e 

about through any single m iraculous event— he was not spiritually tele

ported— but through a long, uneven journey toward m aturity within 

the com m unity o f faith.

D in o ’s story gives us hope as shepherds and a road map for the way 
ahead. It is our privilege and challenge as skilled and attentive artisans 

to  weave each o f these unique stories in to the bigger tapestry  o f the 

m aster story— the gospel o f salvation and restoration  th at is ours in 

C hrist Jesus.

Narrative Formation: The Battle between Secular 
and Sanctified Scripts

Stories have a unique power to shape us. They enliven our im aginations, 

open up new possibilities, and lodge deep in our memories. I have alm ost 

no recollection of particular lessons at school when I was young, and yet 

I vividly remember the stories that captured my im agination as a child: 
Pilgrim’s Progress read at fam ily meal tim es, the Chronicles o f N arnia 

(which birthed my love of Turkish Delight), and Rudyard Kipling’s jungle 
Book. I can still picture my dad stom ping around our living room  act

ing out the different animal characters. We retain stories so well because 
they are the medium that resonates most closely with our fundamental 

nature. O ur lives are themselves unfolding stories, and narratives map
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1 Living the Gospel Story

onto our own experiences in a complex and comprehensive way, shaping 

our self-understanding.

M o d ern  Sexual Scripts

Much of the confusion people experience in their relational lives stems 

from the different cultural scripts that are in play today, vying for our alle

giance and seeking to direct our lives. Jane Brown, a professor of journalism, 

observes that the media is one o f the most formative “storytellers” in the 
area of sexuality. The media, she says, keeps sex firmly on our radar, rein

forces a narrow and consistent set of sexual norms, and rarely exposes us to 

responsible sexual actors. It shapes our decision making by restricting our 

exposure to alternative scripts.1 As Regnerus and Uecker explain, “Popular 

sexual scripts have combined to generate a set o f structured pathways that 
characterize the way forward for most emerging adults.”2 So much for the 

“freedom” of the modern world! Indeed, it is ironic that these restrictive 

scripts howl against the “stifling” boundaries offered by religious traditions.

So what are these modern sexual scripts?
In their extensive research among young adults, Regnerus and Uecker 

discovered a body of unquestioned convictions about modern sexuality, 

which the researchers found were actually not true most of the time. These 

common myths include the following:3

• Long-term exclusivity in relationships is not possible.

• The introduction of sex is necessary to sustain a fledgling or strug
gling relationship.

• M en are slaves to their lower impulses and so can’t be expected to 

control themselves.

• It doesn’t m atter what other people do sexually; you’re free to make 
your own decisions.

° Pornography won’t affect your relationships.

• Everyone else is having more sex than you are.

1. lane D. Brown, “Mass Media Influences on Sexuality,” Journal o f  Sex Research  39 
(2002): 42-45.

2. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 241.
3. Ibid., 236-50.
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• Sex is fun and doesn’t need to mean anything more.

• M arriage can always wait.

° Moving in together is a definite and positive step toward marriage. 

How do we respond to these powerful themes shaping modern sexuality?

Reim agining the W orld as It Should Be: Gospel as 

Counternarrative

The gospel does not offer Christians an escape from the world. It changes 

the status o f the world itself. The gospel reimagines the world as it should 
be rather than merely describing the world as we find it with the inevitable 
dysfunction of human relationships. This is the critical difference between 
Christian and secular anthropology. Jesus entered history and fused himself 

to human destiny in order to fundamentally change the possibilities of human 
life, not just to empathize with our struggles. And so the Christian life is to be 
lived within the eschatological horizon of the kingdom of God, and all moral 

reflection on human experience takes place within this progressive destiny.4
One of the most powerful characteristics o f narrative is that it enlarges 

our moral imaginations by presenting possibilities that are bigger than our 
own limited horizons. Although the Christian life is coherent only when it 
is framed by the metaphor of “journey,” Stanley Hauerwas observes that 
much teaching on Christian formation has been trapped within the claus

trophobic metaphor of “dialogue.” Within this framework, the Christian is 
forever caught between G od’s accusation through the law and his gracious 
invitation through the gospel. In other words, we always stand before God 
as hopeless sinners trapped in a closed moral loop, unable to progress to 
maturity. We can only ever be “sinners saved” rather than disciples on the 
Way. The narrative metaphor o f “journey” draws us out of ourselves into 
the bigger story o f the gospel, a reality that is beyond our natural com 
prehension or power. Indeed, the New Testament writers exhort believers 

to move from infancy to maturity in their faith and lives, no longer tossed 
about by every tantalizing new teaching or hormonal impulse.5

4. Michael Cartwright, “Stanley Hauerwas’s Essays in Theological Ethics: A Reader’s 
Guide,” in Hauerwas Reader, 623-72.

5. See 1 Cor. 2:6; 14:20; Gal. 4:19; Eph. 4:11-15; Col. 1:28; Heb. 5:11-14; and 2 Pet. 1:4.
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Eugene Peterson once observed that “truth is like pure alcohol. It is deadly. 
The story puts the language around the truth that allows us to understand 
it and assimilate it .”6 Put simply, the gospel story encourages us to climb 
toward our goal one step at a time, whereas the law judges us by an unyielding 
standard we cannot live up to. The gospel energizes the journey of disciple- 
ship, but the law enervates it. This truth, if we can grasp it, frees us from 
the fatalistic cycle of “back and forth.” One of our culture’s most powerful 
scripts or story lines is that our sexual identity is fixed— that it has a definite 
biological direction that we cannot ultimately resist. Social Darwinism, for 
instance, says that we are programmed with certain instincts that we cannot 
transcend. Yet within this closed context, the eschatological story of Chris
tianity generates radical new possibilities for change, firing and empowering 
the Christian moral imagination. It breaks us free from modern fatalism by 
giving us a goal to aim for and a path to walk on toward that destination.

Reading to the E nd o f  the Story

Narrative discipleship also illuminates one o f the m ost common mis
understandings within the church’s moral discourse. The ubiquitous ex
pression “Jesus meets and loves people wherever they’re a t” has morphed 
into a blanket assertion that justifies almost any behavior or form of life, 
especially in the area of sexuality. Although this is an accurate description 
of G od’s mission in the world— Jesus does meet everyone where they’re 
at— this notion has fundamentally distorted the church’s approach to dis
cipleship. It nudges believers into the trap of getting stuck at a critical point 
in the gospel story.

The incarnation— that is, Jesus’s life as God in the flesh— is an act of 
identification without comparison. Jesus describes himself as the physician 
who has come for the humble and sick, not the self-im portant elites. Yet 
this identification has a greater purpose, which is revealed toward the end 
of the story— restoration through the death and resurrection o f Christ. 
This work of atonement is what New Testament scholar Scot M cKnight 
calls “identification for incorporation .”7 Jesus identifies with us so that

6. Eugene Peterson, “Biblical Spirituality” (Summer School Lecture Series, Oxford Uni
versity, 2000).

7. Scot McKnight, A Community Called Atonement, Living Theology (Nashville: Abing
don, 2007), 107-16.
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through his victory we can put off the old self, which is being corrupted 

by its fallen desires, and be made like Christ.
M ainline Protestant liberalism has traditionally focused on Jesus’s ex

emplary life as a way of universalizing Christianity, but the real significance 

o f the gospel story comes toward the end. Within the modern church we 
have conflated and confused mission and discipleship because we are failing 

to read to the end of G od’s story, and so we remain trapped in the moral 

fatalism of human narratives.

Articulating the M aster Story

In order to give the gospel power in people’s lives, Christian leaders 

need to be clear about what exactly this m aster story is— the vision of 

life that is framed around the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
This story can be crowded out in the congested marketplace of competing 

secular scripts. For Christians, the temptation to shop in this marketplace 

can result in a “Christ plus som ething” faith. The priority o f Christian 
leaders is to help people to focus on the pure master story as it takes shape 

in every part o f life— a journey in which we seek to progressively make 

Christ’s story our own.8 For the first followers, the kingdom of God could 
be grasped only through the lens o f Jesus’s example, as told in the stories 

about him in the Gospels. Jesus’s mission could be understood only as his 
followers also stepped into these stories.9 Indeed, the story of the apostles 

themselves shows how difficult and necessary this personal journey is. 

They had to follow Jesus to Jerusalem and witness the cross in order to be 
purged of their fantasies and false ideas about the nature of his kingdom .10

This narrative understanding of discipleship finds clear expression in 
the apostle Paul’s approach. Paul experienced the gospel as a personal and 

progressive story in his life and sought to pass this on to those in his care. 

New Testam ent scholar John  Barclay explains the pastoral function of 
Paul’s personal narrative in relation to Galatians 1—2 .11 Paul’s introduction

8. Hauerwas, Hauerwas Reader, 116.
9. Ibid., 118.
10. Ibid., 121.
11. John M. G. Barclay, “Paul’s Story: Theology as Testimony,” in Narrative Dynamics 

in Paul: A Critical Assessment, ed. Bruce W. Longenecker (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2002), 139.
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to the letter, Barclay says, is a testimony— or “story”— of the grace of God 
within Paul’s life. For Paul, divine grace cannot be known apart from the 
lives in which it is actualized; it cannot be boiled down to a freestanding 
set o f ideas or beliefs, like a reduction sauce.12 As Barclay says, “Paul does 
not tell his stories and then transmit their meaning: that meaning is em
bodied in the shape of the stories themselves.”13 The im portant thing for 
Paul is that his entire identity and life are shaped by what God has done, 
so that Paul’s story only has significance if it conforms to the story of the 
crucified and resurrected Christ— “the master pattern.”14

Paul’s approach serves several im portant pastoral purposes. First, it 

com m unicates the radical nature o f C hrist’s gospel o f transform ation, 
which fundamentally reorients the convert’s life. Our lives are divine gifts, 
not to be seized or achieved by us on our own terms. This may seem obvi
ous, and yet it has become counterintuitive for many Christians within our 
culture’s commitment to radical personal freedom. Second, Paul confirms 
the im portance o f “narrative knowledge” within C hristian form ation. 
As theologian Ian Scott suggests, “ethical knowledge” is not about un
derstanding a set of moral rules or duties but involves imaginatively and 
wholeheartedly placing our lives within the “theological narrative,” the 
gospel story. For Paul, this story must engulf and captivate us in order to 
shape our lives.15

Resisting the False Promises o f  “A uthentic” Sexuality

One of the most influential yet latent themes in contemporary Christian
ity that reflects the culture at large is the subconscious conviction that our 
lives are the “primary tex t,” while Scripture plays the role of “secondary 
text,” helping us to interpret and make sense of our personal experience. 
Within this interpretive paradigm, our feelings and experiences become the 
decisive reality, so that biblical truth must be interpreted in such a way that 
it harmonizes with our deepest emotions. M ost often, Scripture or Jesus’s 
ethics get reduced to the basic principle o f “love,” so that anything within

12. Ibid., 154.
13. Ibid.
14. Ibid., 155. See Gal. 1:15-16.
15. Ian W. Scott, Paul’s Way o f  Knowing: Story, Experience, and the Spirit (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2009), 155-56.
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this broad universe becomes, in a sense, “scriptural.” We see this most clearly 
in our sexual lives. M odern culture places sexual expression and orientation 
right at the heart o f personal identity; “authentic” sexuality has become 
our highest virtue and an irresistible prerogative. Yet ordering our sexual 
lives along these lines, even when we do consult Scripture as a guide, puts 
us at high risk o f getting lost in the reinforcement loop of self-deception.

Teaching Scripture as a narrative decisively upends the distorted priori
ties o f the “authentic” self. W hen we become followers o f Christ, we step 
into a much bigger story. This gives genuine significance to our personal 
identities and lives because God calls us friends, but it also displaces us 
from the center of the story. We become followers of the Way rather than 
the heroes of our own tales. The gospel, rather than our own experience, 
becomes our primary text. We don’t read Scripture; Scripture reads us. It 
challenges and reinterprets our lives, puncturing our fantasies and leading 
us in a new direction. Especially in our sexual lives, the gospel calls us to 
put off the old self and live differently, while acknowledging this to be an 
uncompromising journey.

The Storied Community

D eveloping a Shared Narrative: W hatever H appens, W e’ll 
Stick Together

We may be tempted to  end the discussion here, but in exploring the 
personal dimension o f narrative form ation, we have only reached base 
camp. The decisive ascent is made possible only by the social dimension. 
Rather than just inviting us into a story, the gospel ushers us into a nar
rative community.

The single most im portant thing you can do for your family and church 
community may be the simplest: develop a strong com m on story.16 This 
idea was conceived when a psychologist who works with children with 
learning disabilities noticed that the students who knew a lot about their 
families tended to do better when they faced challenges. Intrigued by this, 
her husband— who was also a psychologist— set out to test the idea by

16. Bruce Feiler, “The Stories That Bind Us,” N ew York Times, March 15, 2013, http:// 
www.nytimes.com/2013/03/17/fashion/the-family-stories-that-bind-us-this-life.html.
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asking children a “Do You Know ?” test consisting of twenty questions 

about their family background and history. Exam ples included: D o you 
know where your grandparents grew up? Do you know where your parents 

met? Do you know an illness or a sad event that happened in your family? 

D o you know the story of your birth?
Cross-testing the results against a range of other psychological tests that 

the children had taken, the researchers were struck by what they found. The 
more that children knew about their fam ilies’ histories, the stronger their 

self-esteem and sense of identity. The “Do You Know?” scale turned out to 

be the best single predictor o f children’s emotional health and happiness. 
Even more unexpected was that within two months of their findings, the 

Twin Towers tragically fell in Lower M anhattan on September 11, 2001, 

and the researchers observed how different families coped with the stress 

o f this shared national trauma. After retesting, they found again that the 

children who knew more about their families proved to be more resilient 

and were more able to moderate the effects o f stress.
Psychologists have found that every fam ily has a unifying narrative, 

some of which are healthier than others. The healthiest version is called 
the “oscillating family narrative,” which essentially says, “W e’ve had ups 

and downs in our family. W e’ve had victories and setbacks, but no matter 
what happened, we always stuck together and got through it .”17 Children 

who have the most self-confidence and resilience know that they belong to 

something bigger than themselves, that they walk on a road that has been 
traveled by their kind before them. Likewise, organizations— from corpora

tions to charities and sports teams— commonly seek to write a story, create 
traditions, and articulate a set of core values that describe who they are and 

where they have come from, all of which provide a coherent way forward.

P e r f o r m i n g  T r a d i t i o n s  a n d  E m b r a c i n g  S e a s o n s

M y wife, Esther, worked for several years in London alongside a Jewish 

woman named Mandy, and they became close friends. W hat impressed 
Esther about M andy over time was the extent to which her life and identity 

were given shape and immersed within the narrative world of the Jewish 
faith and community. Every Friday afternoon, Mandy would leave for the

1 7 . Ibid.
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beginning of Shabbat, a social event as well as a religious ritual. Whenever 
her com m unity celebrated a festival, M andy would explain what event 
it recalled in Jew ish history. “It’s your one this week!” she would say to 
Esther during the Feast o f Purim. Esther was struck by the way the story 
o f G od’s salvation and care was kept alive within the collective memory 
o f the com m unity through their weekly worship and regular festivals. 
When we attended M andy’s wedding, this same story was woven through 
the traditional Jewish wedding service. The breaking of the glass and the 
groom circling the bride seven times symbolized that the old had passed 
away and that this marriage was a new creation that stood within G od’s 
overarching story o f creation.

The church as the family o f God also needs identity-shaping stories, or 
traditions, to form a deep moral order that serves us when we need it most. 
Christian leaders have the great privilege and responsibility of being faithful 
and imaginative storytellers, articulating the truth that although we will go 
through ups and downs, we will stick together and keep moving on, trust
ing that God has secured our tomorrows. The story we tell is the “oscillat
ing narrative” of the gospel: despite threats, risks, mishaps, mistakes, and 
disappointments, life is ultimately going somewhere. This resists both the 
fatalistic narrative that says “you can’t rely on anyone” and “life just never 
works ou t,” and the triumphalistic narrative that says “there’s no room 
for mess or mistakes in the church” and “life or people should be perfect.”

This oscillating narrative acknowledges that our lives are a journey 
through mixed terrain. The gospel does not offer us a utopia on this side 
o f Jesus’s coming again. In our relationships, we will experience the ex
hilaration of scaling m ountains and walking in the lush fields o f young 
romance, and we will also walk through long stretches of tedious wilder
ness and weather bitter storms. This is the normal journey of the disciple. 
We need to acknowledge and embrace the seasonal nature, the oscillating 
narrative, o f our lives. Whereas the modern world promises a smooth and 
uninterrupted progression toward our goals— like an idealized company 
profit chart— the genuine Christian life picks a coherent line through dif
ferent seasons.

Eugene Peterson describes the odyssey his fam ily would make every 
summer, driving across America from M ontana to M aryland. At a certain 
point in this mammoth journey, they would travel through the Badlands of

C harting a New Course for Christian Form ation
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South D akota.18 These are dry, desolate wastes, and Peterson compares them 
to a time in his pastoral ministry when the life of the church appeared to go 
into hibernation. Although tempted to seek fresh opportunities elsewhere, 
he felt called to persevere in this dry place, to discern what God was doing 
among this group of people. It is often in these desolate places that we 
most need to search for signs o f life and to discern how God is at work.

Perhaps one of the most important roles of Christian leaders as shepherds 
is to help those in their care to orient themselves and navigate through each 
stage of life, especially in the seemingly lifeless waste o f the “badlands.” 
Many Christians experience prolonged singleness as a form of wilderness, 
while those in Christian marriages are becoming less able to travel through 
life’s inevitable barren stages than were previous generations. The badlands 
have no positive meaning or place within our culture’s rom antic narrative. 
In this romantic paradigm, we are tempted as modern Christians to irrigate 
the wilderness out of season with an endless conveyor belt o f best-selling 
Christian books promising a “Better You” or “Your Best Life Now.”

Yet the waste places in our lives play a legitimate role in our spiritual, 
m oral, and sexual form ation. It is in the badlands where our fantasies 
die, where our vision is clarified, and where we com e to rely on God. 
Although the gospel journey ultimately leads us into healing and joy, ir
rigating the badlands out o f season reflects our culture’s “anesthetic pre
rogative,” whereby we seek to avoid or alleviate legitimate forms of wait
ing or suffering. Narrative discipleship gives significance and meaning to 
every season of life. It ushers us into maturity. Esther and I were unable 
to conceive children for six years. In many ways this was our badlands, a 
time of darkness, searching, pain, tension, and confusion. Yet that journey 
through infertility was a time when we came to know and rely on God in 
a way we simply had not needed to do before, and ultimately we received 
his gracious healing. Narrative discipleship involves the art o f spiritual 
accompaniment in these seeming desert places.

O rienting Travelers within Com m unities o f  Friendship

The New Testament writers use the image o f God’s “family” to describe 
the church not just as a metaphor but as a structural reality. As Christians,

18. Eugene H. Peterson, The Pastor: A M em oir  (New York: HarperOne, 2011), 205-8.
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our goal is to conform our lives to Jesus’s story, but we need a narrative com
munity to help us learn this story. As Michael Gorman puts it, although each 
person may encounter Christ personally just as Paul did in his conversion/ 
calling on the road to Damascus, the “substance and grammatical expres
sion” of Paul’s pastoral vision are irreducibly corporate. This is because 
our faith cannot find expression in love without others as the object of our 
love, and we need a context in which the master story o f C hrist’s death 
and resurrection can be “nurtured, performed and contem plated.”19 For 
Paul, the church is both the medium for individual transform ation and 
the telos o f Christian life. As he makes clear in his key metaphors for the 
church— the body, temple, and family— limbs, holy stones, and children 
cannot be separated from the contexts that define them, nourish them, and 
give them their essential purpose.20

Christian form ation should be focused on acquiring moral skills, or 
virtues, as they are practiced and honed in real communities.21 Sadly, mod
ern evangelicals have tended to underplay the significance of the church 
community in the area of discipleship. Yet we are social beings who are 
inescapably shaped by our core communities, a truth that was well under
stood by earlier evangelicals.

John Wesley, a master o f discipleship, discerned that Christian growth 
can only be sustained when people are deeply rooted in a netw ork of 
relationships within the church. Like a Russian doll, each disciple stands 
at the center o f different layers o f community. W esley’s “class system ” 
provides a helpful paradigm  for thinking about form ation  w ithin the 
church today.22

1. The “society” was the larger worshiping community of the church, 
which sought to grow the disciple’s understanding through prayer, 
worship, and preaching on Sunday.

19. Michael J. Gorman, Cruciformity: Paul’s Narrative Spirituality o f  the Cross (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 350.

20. Fee, G od ’s Empowering Presence, 870.
21. Stanley Hauerwas, Christians am ong the Virtues: Theological Conversations with 

Ancient and M odern Ethics (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), 149-50.
22. See Kevin M . Watson, Pursuing Social H oliness: The Band M eeting in W esley’s 

Thought and Popular M ethodist Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); and 
Watson, The Class Meeting: Reclaiming a Forgotten (and Essential) Small Group Experi
ence (Wilmore, KY: Seedbed, 2014).
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2. The “classes” were small groups designed to bring about behavioral 
change; these formed the basic structure o f Wesley’s churches. They 
were com posed o f twelve to twenty mem bers o f both sexes who 
were o f mixed ages, social standing, and spiritual m aturity under 
the direction of a trained leader. “Classes” did not gather for aca
demic learning but focused on mutual confession, accountability, and 
encouragement.

3. The “bands” were designed to foster a deeper change of heart and 
direction. T h eir mem bers were o f the same sex, age, and m arital 
status. These groups were devoted to ruthless honesty in an environ
ment o f strict confidentiality and trust, and they became the training 
ground for future leaders within the movement.

It will be useful at this stage to give an example of what narrative form a
tion might look like within each of these layers o f community.

T e s t i m o n y  w i t h i n  t h e  “ S o c i e t y ” o f  t h e  C h u r c h : 

R e i m a g i n i n g  t h e  W o r l d  in  L i g h t  o f  G o d ’s G r a c e

A few years ago, our family enjoyed the lavish hospitality o f Thanks
giving in Charlotte, North Carolina, among close friends. We all attended 
their church on Sunday morning. At a certain point in the service, the pas
tor explained that the church community had been praying for forty days 
for G od’s provision in relation to whatever practical needs people had. As 
he sat down, music began to play quietly in the background, and slowly, 
one by one, people filed forward. W ithout saying anything, each person 
faced the congregation and held up a sign with a few words on it, such as 
“Unemployed for nine m onths.” After a few seconds, he or she would turn 
the sign around to reveal another message: “G ot a job  last w eek.” This 
went on for about twenty minutes, until the front o f the church was filled 
with people. The messages piled up thick and fast: “Estranged from my 
daughter . . . She called m e,” “Had debt repayments I couldn’t make . . . 
Received a large gift,” “Diagnosed with cancer . . .  All clear,” and so it went.

T h is silent testim ony to G o d ’s provision was poignant and highly 
charged. By the end, there wasn’t a dry eye in the building. The pastor’s 
sermon about money and generosity was excellent, yet I don’t remember 
a single word. M ore than five years later, however, I can still read from
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memory many of the silent messages on those signs describing people’s 
breakthroughs after forty days of prayer.

Story and testimony are critical to human formation because they reso

nate with our essential nature as desiring creatures.23 In contrast to preposi
tional information, narrative knowledge— that is, the sort o f understanding 

embedded in a story— is a more complex and comprehensive way of encoun

tering truth. By appealing to the imagination, it engages the whole person.
The emotional intensity of that worship service in North Carolina etched 

those messages onto my memory. In a similar way, D ino’s testimony brings 

to life the power o f G od’s grace in the unfolding story o f our lives in a 
way that theological discussion or ethical teaching simply cannot. This is 

a truth that the gospel writers and the apostle Paul understood and sought 

to pass on to the early believers.

If narrative knowledge has a unique way of communicating the Christian 
vision of life and reshaping our way of being in the world, then it follows 

that public testimony of G od’s work in our lives should be a regular and 

central part o f the church’s common worship. An honest account o f some

one’s personal journey, including the struggles, uncertainties, and successes, 
provides hope for those listening as well as a narrative map of how God 

works out his restoration in human lives. Furtherm ore, testimony acts as a 

form of confession, a uniquely Christian idea in which sin is brought into 
the open and shown to be redeemable within the gospel story. This sort of 

testimonial confession not only is for the sake o f the speaker but also plays 
an im portant redemptive-formative role within the gathered community; 

it runs counter to the pervasive secular narrative that trains us to manage 
and edit our personal stories, hiding weaknesses and any other signs of 
failure from public view.

T h r i v i n g  “ C l a s s e s ” : T e l l i n g  B ig  St o r i e s  in  a  S m a l l  G r o u p

W hen we first moved to London, Esther and I formed a home group 
in our basement apartm ent. It was an exciting time full o f fun, honesty, 

and expectation. The diverse group was made up of old and new friends 

as well as people at very different stages o f life. Because we were such a 
com plex blend of people, each time we met one person would tell their

23. Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 65.
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whole life story, including their journey into knowing God— or at least as 
much as they were willing to say, which was often more than we expected. 
This practice had some surprisingly significant results. W ith a group of 

nearly twenty people, all this storytelling took some time, but it quickly 
established a deep level of trust among us.

This mutual trust formed a platform from which we were able to share 
in one another’s lives from week to week at a deeper level than we had been 

accustomed to. It enabled us to tune in more attentively to each other’s 

needs and struggles, and it galvanized a strong sense o f camaraderie. We 

were all foreigners in a new city, and this group created a narrative com 
munity within which we could travel securely in an unfamiliar place. Like 

any m ajor city, London is a place where people can easily dissolve into 

anonymity and succumb to the temptations that go along with that. When 

our group formed, some members were tentatively coming back to faith 
while others were brand-new Christians, but several years later the core of 

that group planted a church together and still serves as its core leadership 

team after more than a decade.

E n c o u r a g i n g  “ B a n d s ” o f  B r o t h e r s  a n d  S i s t e r s

In our church in London, there was a group of guys who had mostly 
come to faith at various stages during their twenties and found themselves 

struggling with a whole range of issues connected to sex, relationships, 
pornography, and drinking. Some were frustrated; they were experienc

ing vibrant spiritual encounters with God in church, but in their everyday 

lives they were falling back into many of their old habits and patterns. 
Observing this collective dissatisfaction, a few of the group’s natural lead

ers began gathering together weekly. They decided to take seriously the 
apostle Jam es’s encouragem ent to “confess your sins to each other and 

pray so that you may be whole and healed.”24

Having established a safe place and clear rules o f engagement— honesty 
and confidentiality— they shared their personal struggles and journeys: the 

good, the bad, and the ugly. Many people consider this sort of self-exposure 
to be anathem a, and yet the group grew quickly. Something about their 
mix of courage, com m itm ent, and candor attracted other men. The group

24. James 5:16.
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became a genuine community o f koinonia, or loving fellowship, by step
ping into the sort of honest, purposeful, and supportive relationships that 

Augustine described in his own journey of discipleship centuries earlier. 

As he says: “My true brothers are those who rejoice for me in their hearts 
when they find good in me, and grieve for me when they find sin. They are 

my true brothers because whether they see good in me or evil, they love 

me still. To such as these I shall reveal what I am .”25

Reviving M im etic Discipleship  

E x e m p l a r s  o f  t h e  K i n g d o m

In light of our culture’s conviction that covenantal sacrificial love is a 

sort o f “category error,” the church requires mature living exam ples—  

storytellers who themselves personify the story— who resist this fatalistic 
narrative through their own faithful relationships and sexual integrity. The 

Christian vision of human flourishing is most clearly expressed by those 

people’s lives that are bent toward God. It is not enough for pastors to 

simply teach Christian truth; they need to show  what the Christian story 

looks like. A leader’s sexual life is not his or her private business.

New Testament scholar Abraham Malherbe illustrates this through Paul’s 

creative use o f the philosophic pastoral tradition of mimesis, “im itation.”26 

Paul’s chosen method o f shaping a com m unity was to gather converts 
around himself and then, by his own behavior, demonstrate what he taught.27 

His intention was not to exert control over his converts or for them to be

come mirror images o f him in every respect— for example, by becoming 
tentmakers or nom adic preachers. Instead, he would show them certain 

practices that they could follow in their own lives.28 This was particularly 

important in gentile contexts, where the gospel called for a radically different 

life for Paul’s converts. It would have been futile to teach abstract moral rules 

without showing how these might look “lived out” in their everyday lives.

25. Augustine, Confessions 10.4.
26. Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Thessalonians: The Philosophic Tradition o f  

Pastoral Care (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 52.
27. See 1 Cor. 4:16; 11:1; Phil 3:17; 4:9; 1 Thess. 1:6-7; and 2 Thess. 3:6-13.
28. S. E. Fowl, “Imitation of Paul/of Christ,” in Dictionary o f  Paul and His Letters, ed. 

Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, and Daniel G. Reid (Downers Grove, IL: InterVar- 
sity, 1993), 428.
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Living a faithful and disciplined sexual life has become equally radical 

in our own time, and this presents a pastoral challenge similar to the one 

Paul faced with his gentile converts. This vision of discipleship makes im

portant claims on Christian leaders, as Paul makes clear in his instructions 

to Titus regarding the standards of life and character required for leaders 

within the faith community.29 Paul is not looking for good appearances on 

Sundays but identifying those who publicly embody the faith in the concrete 

shape of their lives. His approach is founded on a cornerstone pastoral 

principle: leaders can only shape those in their care to the extent that they 

are conforming their own stories to the “master pattern.”30 Leaders must 

seek to be storytellers who teach through the gestures and rhythms of their 

lives as much as with their words.

It’s an unfortunate trend within the modern church that we have largely 

lost the ancient C hristian art o f m im etic discipleship. It has becom e a 

common impulse among leaders to deflect attention from their own lives 

toward Jesus. The reasoning goes, “D on’t look at me, I’m just like you— an 

imperfect human being! N o, look at Jesus for an example to follow.” Yet 

this is a misapplication of the biblical truth that Jesus should be the center 

and focus o f all we do. It is to him that we give all glory and praise, and 

it is only because o f him that we are able to live well. The integrity of out

lives cannot be the result o f a stoic act of self-mastery; it must come about 

through the transformative work of the Spirit. Still, the right application of 

this idea is that we glorify Jesus most clearly in the quality of our lives— in 

the Spirit’s fruit, to use Paul’s metaphor.

P r a c t i c i n g  t h e  A r t  o f  M i m e t i c  D i s c i p l e s h i p

First and foremost, we need to attend to our own lives. Just as Paul saw 

his life as a living expression of the gospel, we need to know this reality in 

our own lives. Pastors, for example, cannot preach about the transformative 

power of the Spirit with any genuine conviction and insight unless they 

know this power for themselves. D ino’s story illuminates this connection. 

He now ministers among the most disadvantaged, to broken families, and 

in prisons. W hat makes his ministry possible and his testimony hopeful

29. Titus 1:5-9.
30. Barclay, “Paul’s Story,” 155.
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within these bleak contexts is that he personally knows the transformative 
power of God.

Having attended theological colleges and seminaries in both Great Brit
ain and North America, I ’ve observed a lack of focus on spiritual-moral 
formation within these contexts once students move beyond the standard 

rhetoric. Even in seminaries, the overwhelming emphasis tends to be on 

acquiring academic knowledge. The grueling time and energy required for 

these studies leaves precious little space for the work of personal form a
tion. Seminary students often confess to becom ing isolated from others 

and not reading their Bibles devotionally for months or even years during 

their training. For seminaries in particular, this undervalued task of genuine 

spiritual-moral formation surely should be the singular most im portant 
goal in preparing leaders for Christian ministry.

James K. A. Smith observes that this typical underemphasis on worship 

and spiritual transform ation points to a distorted vision o f the self— a 
model that sees cognitive knowledge as the decisive core o f human identity 

and discipleship.31 The telling truth about many Christian seminaries and 

graduate schools is that when you dig below the surface, you will find a 
wide range of deep personal issues that are not being addressed as part 

of preparation for pastoral ministry. The problem is not that these issues 

exist but that we are doing so little to address them. We offer men’s groups 

and counseling services, but only as voluntary add-ons rather than as core 
institutional priorities. Success is ultimately judged by academic precision 

rather than progress toward Christlikeness, even when we are careful to 
couch success in terms of the latter.

This deficit comes to the fore when graduates move into leadership roles 

in ministry, which creates enormous stress between their public and private 
personas. Lacking the time and space for the pursuit o f genuine healing, 

the new leader too often finds that ministry’s pressures generate waves that 
crash against fragile foundations, quickly undermining them. A common 

temptation is to try to control our environment, creating barriers that allow 

us to engage with the church community from a safe distance. This distance 

from  people tempts us to simulate discipleship rather than to genuinely 
stimulate it, even if we sublimate our fatalism into a refined theology.

31. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 17-36.
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The first step for leaders in fulfilling their mimetic vocation, then, is to 

attend to their own lives. This may be a long and difficult journey, but it 

is necessary and can be trusted to the One whose promise is to remake us 
in his image.

M entoring and Spiritual Direction  

S p a n n i n g  t h e  G e n e r a t i o n s

O ne of the m ost effective ways o f teaching young C hristians moral 

skills and discernment is to connect the generations within the church. If 

the Christian life is a progressive story, then it is critical for us to pool the 

experience and wisdom of those at different stages in the journey. This is 

particularly im portant regarding sexuality and relationships, since our 

culture places such a high priority on youth and short-term  fulfillment. 

W ithin this context, those in later stages o f life can provide significant 

perspective and wisdom for those on the way.

Friends of ours recently celebrated their tenth wedding anniversary. They 

have two small children and a strong relationship. We were surprised when 

they told us that the beginning o f their marriage had been an unabated di

saster. Nine months after their wedding, they were on the edge of pulling the 

curtain down on the whole thing. Yet in the midst o f this looming disaster, 

an older couple within their church offered to meet with them every week. 

Their wisdom, perspective, honesty, prayer, example, and encouragement 

saved our friends’ fledgling marriage. It is a genuine tragedy that this rich 

interplay between generations is so often lacking in our churches. We focus 

instead on the consumerist categories of peer-group ministry, keeping the 

generations separate. Indeed, as family researchers have found, it is the 

“intergenerational self” that has the most resilient foundation for personal 

identity and is best equipped to cope with the external pressures o f life, 

just as a well-inflated tire can deal with bumps on the road.

W o r d s  T h a t  R e v e a l  a n d  W o r d s  T h a t  H e a l

Words have remarkable power. They can harm , heal, or destroy. The 

Word itself can cut like a sword to our inmost being.32 The power o f words

32. Heb. 4:12.
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is demonstrated in an often forgotten or avoided Christian spiritual disci

pline— confession. Bringing sin into the open by verbalizing it to another 
person makes it tangible and collapses the disconnect between the sin and 

our real lives. In other words, although it is usually painful and uncom fort

able, confession integrates us. This is what happened when that group of 

young men within our church chose to meet together regularly in a posture 

of trust and self-disclosure, determined to bring sin into the light and live 

“open-plan” spiritual lives. Indeed, confession is particularly im portant 

in relation to our sexual lives, where we are most likely to retreat behind 

a shroud of secrecy and nurse our sins in private.

Regnerus and Uecker found a strangely common and troubling theme 

in many of their interviews with Christian emerging adults, what the re

searchers describe as an “anticonversational logic.”33 This essentially is the 

belief that if you don’t talk about something, it doesn’t exist. This logic is 

exemplified by a young couple at college who were both deeply com m it

ted to their faith and active in Christian ministry. This couple would never 

consider having sex outside o f marriage, and yet they engaged in oral sex 

almost daily for three months. As nineteen-year-old Laura explained, “We 

knew it was wrong, we knew we shouldn’t do it, but we never brought it 

up, because as humans we like it. And so if you don’t talk about it, then 

we don’t have to acknowledge that it’s w rong.”34

M entoring and honest accountability can quickly puncture this illusion, 

but church leaders must actively encourage the development o f mentoring 

relationships marked by trust and honesty in order to reverse this dynamic. 

This is crucially im portant, because the shame and stigma often attached 

to sexual sin and dysfunction tends to drive people into isolation and hid

ing. Indeed, a trusted mentoring relationship may be the only place where 

these issues can be confessed and addressed. This is the path to freedom, 
but, sadly, it is the road less traveled.

The absence o f mentoring relationships heightens the influence of the 

popular myths or sexual scripts that we identified earlier. Although it is 

im portant to affirm the development o f strong peer groups w ithin our 

congregations, we also need to reconnect the generations so that moral

33. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 32.
34. Ibid.
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skills and wisdom can be passed down from one generation to another. 
Sociologist Christian Smith puts this challenge in stark terms:

American emerging adults are a people deprived, a generation that has been 
failed, when it comes to moral formation. They have had withheld from 
them something that every person deserves to have a chance to learn: how to 
think, speak and act well on matters of good and bad, right and wrong. . . . 
They do not adequately know the moral landscape of the real world that 
they inhabit. . . . They need some better moral maps and better-equipped 
guides to show them the way around.35

W h e n  t h e  S t o r y  G e t s  S t u c k : A d d r e s s i n g  t h e  

C h a l l e n g e  o f  P r o l o n g e d  A d o l e s c e n c e

Viewing the Christian life as an unfolding story helps to clarify the places 

where the plot is typically thwarted, thereby undermining the journey into 

maturity. One of the biggest obstacles to healthy sexuality and relation

ships within the church and the broader culture is the recent phenomenon 
of prolonged adolescence. Compared to earlier generations, this genera

tion seems to be entering adolescence earlier, at least in terms of sexual 
awareness and experience, and exiting this stage of life later, if at all. What 

used to be a relatively brief transitional stage— between childhood and the 

responsibilities o f adulthood, marriage, and family— is now becoming, for 

some, a permanent lifestyle choice.
Many of the formative themes within modern culture, such as the cel

ebration of freedom , authenticity, consum erism , careerism , youth, and 

sexual experim entation, have encouraged people to keep their options in 

play while making them skeptical about entering into ties that bind. Today, 
independence is presented as the ultimate expression of personal maturity. 

Although we still crave intim acy and social connection, self-sufficiency 
is lauded as the cardinal modern virtue. All this has made it difficult for 

many men, especially, to take the ultimate risk o f entering a committed 

relationship.
Christian Smith observes that one o f the most influential and lasting 

forces shaping young people’s faith and practice is having elders within

35. Christian Smith et ah, Lost in Transition: The Dark Side o f  Emerging A dulthood  
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 69.

211



C harting a New Course for C hristian Form ation

the church who can provide a sounding board. T hose who are further 
along in the story can offer both example and advice for the road ahead. 

Sm ith’s wide-ranging research suggests that these elder exem plars and 

confidants have a bigger im pact over the long haul than a young person’s 

peers.36 This sort of connection and input is particularly im portant in the 

transitional stage of emerging adulthood, when young people are entering 

the uncertain waters o f increased freedom and initiative but lack the fully 

formed maturity to make wise decisions.

Our culture’s idolatry o f youth has created a strange reversal within 

our churches: leaders tend to emulate the young rather than the other way 

around. Yet older mentors play a critical role in Christian formation, point

ing past the adolescent period to what lies beyond. They provide a target 

to aim for and a path into the next stage of the story. The art o f spiritual 

accompaniment involves sharing a way of life with young people until, as 

adults, they are ready to spiritually accompany someone else. Churches 

have an opportunity to provide contexts and relationships that anchor and 

shape young people’s form ation, helping them move through the fragile 

transitional stage of emerging adulthood into full maturity.

T h e  S u r p r i s i n g  I n f l u e n c e  o f  Pa r e n t s

In connection with this, Smith observes that parents have far more po

tential influence over their adolescent and emerging-adult children than 

they generally realize. Sadly, parents— including Christian parents— often 

shirk their potentially formative role out o f a misplaced belief in the cul

tural myth that they have no influence over their children once they hit 

puberty.37 Indeed, one o f the m ost surprising findings o f Regnerus and 

Uecker is the indifference of modern parents to their children’s sexual lives. 

M ost assume a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy focused on “safety,” ensuring 

a minimal protection against disease or pregnancy. The em otional, moral, 

and spiritual consequences o f their children’s sexual and relational lives are 

almost completely ignored. “In fact,” the researchers say, “American parents’ 

oversight of their teenage and young-adult children tends to be wide but 

shallow, resulting in children who long for— but seldom experience— real

36. Smith, Souls in Transition, 285.
37. Ibid., 284.
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intim acy with their parents. Instead o f pursuing a deeper relationship, 
many parents settle for just knowing that their kids are safe.”38

This modern myth of parents’ lack of influence is out of step with reality. 
Smith and others have found that when it comes to faith and practice, the 
example and advice of parents are more likely to influence emerging adults 
than the beliefs, perceptions, and habits of friends and peers. Tragically, 
Smith reports a deep yearning among adolescents to have a closer relation
ship with their parents at the same time that their parents are choosing to 
give them “space.” During his team ’s interviews with thirteen- to seventeen- 
year-olds, they asked, “If there was one thing that you would change about 
your family, what would it be?” The most common response they received 
was that young people wished they were closer to their parents.

They wanted to know their parents better, to hear more stories about their 
parents’ pasts, to spend more time together and to get along better. When 
then asked why they were not as close to their parents as they wished they 
were, they said they did not know, they didn’t know how to do that, that 
their parents were too busy, and they simply did not know how to make 
that happen.39

This makes for sobering reading. The modern parenting script is letting 
this generation down, and that is a tragedy. Christian parents can and should 
play a significant and constructive role in their children’s lives, not just in 
the early formative years but also in these critical transitional phases. Here 
parents can offer unconditional friendship, assurance, wisdom, and rites 
of passage that enable their children to move into the next stage of life on 
a secure platform and with a well-formed self-identity.

Concluding Thoughts: Telling Stories That Are 
Going Somewhere

When conceived as a progressive story, the Christian life provides a compel
ling counternarrative to the fatalism  of our culture’s sexual scripts. The 
gospel gives us a clear hope for tomorrow while assuring us that Jesus walks

38. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 3.
39. Smith, Souls in Transition, 344.
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with us in the present. It gives our lives— with all their struggles, sacrifices, 
slips, and disappointments— both significance and security. As one writer 
puts it, “The oriental shepherd always walked ahead of his sheep. He was 
always out in front. Any attack on the sheep had to take him into account 
first. Now God is out in front. He is in our tomorrows, and it is tomorrow 
that fills people with fear. Yet God is already there. All the tomorrows of 
our life have to pass through Him before they can get to us.”40

M odern culture, out of fear of the ultimate tomorrow, tends to forsake 
any sense o f the future for the sake o f today. The Christian story redresses 
this im balance, infusing today with peace by securing hope for tomorrow. 
Indeed, we can trust the plot o f our lives to the Great Storyteller who has 
already written our names in the Book of Life.

In considering the contours of narrative discipleship, it is worth end
ing where we began, with D ino’s story. G od’s powerful grace, worked out 
progressively in this m an’s life, should give us hope as pastors that, despite 
its seasonal variance, the Christian life is ultimately going somewhere.

40. F. B. Meyer, Streams in the D esert, ed. L. B. Cowan and James Reimann (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 32.
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Becoming W hat We Do
The Formative Power 

ofPractices

Our culture’s commitment to open-ended self-expression has led to increas
ing confusion in our sexual and relational lives. M ore than ever, we need 
to clearly preach and teach Scripture as an authoritative vision of life that 
takes shape in the practices o f our everyday lives. This challenge is all the 
more im portant as our cultural moment presents social dynamics that are 
opposed to this formation. The growing trends o f prolonged adolescence, 
the delaying o f marriage and family, and the decision to live alone all point 
toward the popular desire to participate in relationships on our own terms 
w ithout putting ourselves at risk.

The consum erist mind-set has also been wheeled like a Trojan horse 
into the sanctuary of our personal relationships. Social media, online dat
ing, and cyberpornography encourage us to be hyperconnected, but these 
interactions are almost invariably one-sided— we enter into them only so 
long as they satisfy our “needs.” They offer connection without intimacy,
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commitment without risk, and companionship without mess. The online 

world all too often offers ties that preoccupy us rather than ones that bind 
us to each other.

C harting a New Course for Christian Form ation

Discipleship l akes Practice

The foundation of spiritual-moral formation in the New Testament is the 

idea that a tree produces fruit that is consistent with the tree’s essential 

character. This is the “inside out” principle: a bad tree will produce bad 

fruit and a good tree, good fru it.1 Paul affirms this theme in his letter to 

the Galatians. He points out that living according to the law by our own 

moral power ironically leads to the very behavior we’re trying to avoid.2 

It is only the Spirit’s work within us that enables us to live well. The tree 

must be made good before its fruit can flourish.

The Reform er M artin  Luther placed this idea at the heart o f Protes

tant spirituality. For Luther, only the spiritual regeneration o f the “inner 

person” leads naturally to good actions by the “outer person.”3 We have 

already affirmed this im portant principle: we need to seek G od’s reshap

ing and redirecting o f our true desires in order to be tethered to the 

Christian vision of life. Yet this “inside ou t” approach has often become 

one-sided w ithin m odern evangelicalism . We hold a firm conviction , 

rooted in our Protestant heritage, that what we do  is merely evidence o f 

what we believe. At best our actions dem onstrate G od’s grace at work in 

us, and at worst they show that we are still sinners in need of ongoing 

grace.

Yet we need to emphasize the two-way dynamic between beliefs and 

practices, reinforcing the reality that our regular habits play an im por

tant formative— and not just reflective— role in Christian discipleship. As 

Richard Rohr puts it, we don’t “think ourselves into new ways o f living, 

we live ourselves into new ways o f thinking.”4

1. Matt. 7:17; 12:33; Luke 6:43.
2. Rom. 7:5-6; Gal. 5:16-21.
3. Martin Luther, The Freedom  o f  a Christian, trans. Mark D. Tranvik (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 2008).
4. Richard Rohr, Everything Belongs: The Gift o f  Contem plative Prayer (New York: 

Crossroad, 2003), 19.
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The Significance of Context 

The M o d ern  D isciplined Society

Postmodern thinker M ichel Foucault provides im portant insights on 
the nature and dynamics o f power in the world, insights that reveal the 

im portance o f disciplines and practices in shaping our personal identity.3 

Foucault presents the individual as being constructed through relations 

o f power and modes o f discipline.6 This means that we are inescapably 
shaped by our broader social context, so that even our so-called private lives 

are an illusion— because we are already embedded in social and cultural 

practices that give form to every part o f our lives.

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault critiques power, knowledge, and 

discipline within modern society. He argues that knowledge shapes human 

identity; this knowledge is never neutral but is always made by those who 
have power, whether social, econom ic, political, or religious.7 Foucault’s 

review of the history of scientific knowledge and moral truths within West

ern cultures reveals their biases and roots in power relations. In his case 

study of the penal system, for instance, Foucault suggests that society cre

ated the prison in its own image as a “disciplined society” that conforms 

individuals to society’s particular vision of life. He argues that power is 

always what shapes reality and that this reality creates our social world and, 
in turn, our personal identity.8 Society’s project, as seen m ost vividly in 

the prison, is to determine what is “norm al” and to make people conform 

through numerous and diverse forms of coercion. Our context, in other 

words, m akes us.
For Foucault, power is not a simple, singular force like the clumsy pro

paganda m achine o f a despotic state. Power is a com plex, subtle, and 

ever-changing m atrix o f influences that nudges us toward a certain way of 

being. As he says, power is omnipresent in our lives, “not at all because it 
regroups everything under its invincible unity, but because it is produced

5. James K. A. Smith, W ho’s Afraid o f  Postmodernism? Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and 
Foucault to Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 102-3.

6. Taylor, Sources o f  the Self, 488.
7. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth o f  the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan 

(New York: Vintage, 1995).
8. Ibid., 194.
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at every instant, or more-over, in every relation between one point and 

another. Power is everywhere: not that it engulfs everything, but that it 
comes from everywhere.”9

T he G ospel as a Narrative o f  Resistance

Foucault’s picture o f how we’re shaped by our cultural context is like a 
social imaginary: it is subtle and comprehensive and has an overall consis

tency despite its many contradictions. Our culture’s corruption of sexual
ity along consumerist lines provides an example. W hat promises to set us 

free actually manipulates and shapes our choices. This modern vision has 
become a figurative prison, with walls so high that we cannot see beyond 

them, even as Christians. Indeed, the sexual scripts envisioned and enforced 
within our culture have becom e the unquestioned horizon for our lives. 

Within this cultural m atrix, the Christian vision of life is a subversive nar
rative o f resistance. Christian counterpractices act as creative forces that 
shape us within alternative ways o f imagining and living our lives.

Putting Paul in C ontext

Like Foucault, the apostle Paul understood the power of context for 
shaping personal identity. Paul used the raw m aterial o f existing social 

structures to fundamentally transform  both those social structures and 
his converts in light o f the gospel o f Christ. For instance, like Jesus before 
him, Paul described and established each church community as a family— a 

household of God— thereby basing his communal vision for the church 
on a universal social relationship.10 This was an im portant and risky move 
because the church fam ily was called to be radically different from  its 
cultural archetype.

The ancient M editerranean culture o f Paul’s day was built upon the 
patriarchal household presided over by the paterfamilias. These families 
were hierarchical; every aspect of a family member’s life was controlled, 
and each household pursued honor and glory in direct competition with

9. Michel Foucault, The History o f  Sexuality, vol. 1, An Introduction  (New York: Pan
theon, 1978), 121-22.

10. Roger W. Gehring, H ouse Church and M ission: The Im portance o f  H ou sehold  
Structures in Early Christianity (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 239. See 1 Tim. 5:1-2.
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other fam ilies.11 The rules o f the game were set by accepted honor-shame 
codes. This zero-sum game, with each family pitted against the others, 
looks a lot like Thom as H obbes’s “war of all against all.”

Yet in this compromised environment Paul describes the ekklesia  as a 
mutually honoring family! Rather than fearing this risky tem plate, Paul 
understands that context is critical for the formation of our personal iden
tity and healthy relationships and also that the church context must be 
radically different from the distorted version offered by mainstream society.12 
Rather than being hierarchical and controlling, then, we are free to live as 
brothers and sisters in equal, loving, and open friendships, with God as 
our loving Father and head of the household.

As moderns with individualism in our bones, we need to be jarred by 

what Paul is doing here. He does not just use the idea o f family as a romantic 
metaphor to add rhetorical force to his teaching, but he concretely builds 

the practical life o f his churches around the dynamics o f a real and differ
ent type of family. The community of faith regularly eats together, meets 
in homes, provides for each other’s practical needs, pools complementary 

gifts that build each other up, and celebrates and grieves together. It is only 
within this sort of community that we can learn to enter into and sustain 

committed and loving relationships— to grow up into maturity.
The practical and sacrificial relationships Jesus describes in his Sermon 

on the M ount presuppose this sort of close, loyal, and transformed church 
family. W ithout this context we can treat Jesus’s teaching on discipleship 
and community transform ation only as a set o f idealized platitudes. In his 
significant study of the Pauline house churches, Roger Gehring observes 
that the household setting provided the necessary context for understand
ing the church as the “household of G od,” while the household structure 
played an im portant role in ethical guidance and community formation in 
the Pauline churches.13 Returning to D ino’s story, an essential part o f his 
journey to maturity was having “older brothers” in the church who came 
alongside him and mentored him in the gospel way of life.

If we are to foster healthy relationships— sexual and otherwise— within 
the church, then we need to take seriously the task o f making disciples.

11. Gorman, Cruciformity, 362-63.
1 2 .Ibid.
13. Gehring, House Church and M ission, 239.
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And if we want to make disciples, then we need to organize our churches 
as nurturing families, not only figuratively but also in practical terms. This 

was a radical project in Paul’s day, and it remains so in ours.

The U nquestioned Disciplines o f  M o d ern  Sexuality: 
A n Exam ple

Foucault’s description of the disciplines and practices o f Western society 

is clearly borne out within many marriages and families today. O ur cul
ture’s vision of the good life and its associated disciplines often leave little 

time or energy for nurturing our relationships. The universal right to have 

a “career,” as well as the dizzying list of extracurricular activities that our 

children allegedly need in order to develop fully, has turned many parents into 

exhausted and resentful competitors rather than committed companions.

I was struck by an article whose author describes the drying up of in

timacy within her and many of her friends’ marriages amid the insatiable 

demands of modern life. Seeing that her experience reflects a broader social 

phenomenon, the author assesses her decision to end her marriage after 

twenty years. She had the most popular type of marriage today, the “com 

panionate m arriage,” in which both partners have a career, co-parent, and 

co-housekeep according to negotiated gender-free rules. As she describes it:

In w om en’s m agazine parlance, I did not have the strength to “work on” 

falling in love again in my m arriage. And . . .  as everyone knows, good rela

tionships take work. W hich is not to say I’m against work. Indeed, what also 

came out that afternoon [during a conversation w ith friends] were the many 

tasks I— like so many other working/co-parenting/married m others— have 

been doing for so many years and tearfully declared I would continue doing.

I can pick up our girls from school every day; I can feed them dinner and kiss 

their noses and tell them stories; I can take them to their doctor and dentist 

appointments; I can earn my half— sometimes more— of the money; I can pay 

the bills; I can refinance the house at the best possible interest rate; I can drive 

my husband to the airport; in his absence, I can sort his m ail; I can be home 

to let the plum ber in on Thursday between nine and three, and I can wait 

for the cable guy; I can make dinner conversation with any family member;

I can ask friendly questions about anybody’s day; I can administer hugs as 

needed to children, adults, dogs, cats; I can empty the litter box; I can stir
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wet food into dry. W hich is to say I can work at a career and childcare and 

joint homeownership and even platonic male-female friendship. However, in 

this cluttered forest o f my 40s, what I cannot authentically reconjure is the 

ancient dream of brides, even with the Oprah fluffery o f weekly “date nights,” 

when gauzy candlelight obscures the messy house, child talk is nixed and 

silky lingerie donned, so the two o f you can look into each o ther’s eyes and 

feel that “spark” again. D o you see? Given my staggering w orking m other’s 

to-do list, I cannot take on yet another arduous hom e- and self-improvement 

project, that o f rekindling our rom ance. . . . I’ve since begun a journey o f 

reading, thinking, and listening to w hat’s going on in other 21st-century 

A m erican fam ilies. And along the way, I ’ve begun to wonder, w hat w ith 

all the ab ject and swallowed misery: W hy do we still insist on m arriage?14

Any parent can deeply empathize with the bone-weariness o f raising a 
family, especially the all-consuming needs and endless chaos of little people. 
This inevitably takes its toll on the level o f romance within a marriage, at 
least for a time. Yet the author is expressing more than that here. In one 
sense, this is a pure and popular expression of the “romantic/realist” view 
of intimate relationships described earlier. Being “true to oneself” means 
that ongoing sexual or em otional intim acy within m arriage cannot be 
manufactured or conjured. If the love has gone, or we are simply too tired, 
then we must embrace this reality.

M ore im portant, the author’s fatalistic approach shows how a whole 
range o f disciplines and practices are simply assumed as essential and 
immovable objects. These daily rituals are so essential to the modern vi
sion o f life that they go unquestioned, even as they deprive our closest 
relationships o f the resources they need to survive, let alone thrive. Sadly, 
we are prepared to let the core o f our lives unravel for the sake of modern 
life’s peripheral concerns. Indeed, the daily disciplines the author describes 
echo the walls and disciplines o f Foucault’s prison. Her description is grim 
and ascetic, and these arduous responsibilities take on the tone of forced 
labor. For many people, the demands of survival do necessitate an ascetic 
existence, even within the prosperous West. Yet many of the rituals the 
author describes are the alleged “essentials” o f the good life for the modern, 
high-functioning, consum erist self. As if living in Foucault’s prison, we

14. Sandra Tsing Loh, “Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off,” The Atlantic, July 1, 2009, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/07/lets-call-the-whole-thing-off/307488/.
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have tacitly bought into the modern vision of life. But these practices and 
disciplines have affected our relational lives within our families and beyond.

During my time in the corporate world, I observed firsthand how people 
would submit to the voracious demands of their careers, at enormous cost 
to their marriages, families, and relationships. As the cornerstone of their 
personal identities, career was sacrosanct. Unfortunately, this approach is 
being wired into our children as we ferry them to numerous after-school 

activities and classes. From the outset, they are groomed for the practical 
demands of adult life without ever experiencing the simple joy of unstruc

tured childhood pursuits and the unhurried affection of their parents. In 
many cases, we even outsource their “care,” as if this was merely a prac
tical function. Given the im portance of early childhood for shaping our 
children’s imaginations, desires, patterns o f attachment, and vision o f life, 
it makes you wonder what relational model we are forming within them.

Responding to Modern Culture

Foucault’s response to the disciplines of the modern world is to reject and push 
back every type of outside control, especially in our sexual lives. Although this 
is an overreaction, his insights show us the inescapable connection between 
cultural practices and personal formation. Given the powerful influence of our 
social contexts in shaping our identity, we should seek to live in the right con
text. Christians, then, can cultivate a constructive view of freedom, whereby 
we are becoming conformed to the image of Christ within a committed com
munity through disciplined habits, practices, and rituals. Jam es K. A. Smith 
notes that we can differentiate between good and bad forms of discipline by 
their ultimate goals.15 Thus we can separate a disciplinary structure, which 
is necessary and inevitable, from its direction, which can be good or bad.

This insight addresses two mistakes commonly made by Christian lead
ers. If we resonate with Foucault’s suspicion of power, we’re tempted to 
avoid prescriptive teaching that makes ethical or transformative demands 
on people. In this mind-set, any sort of moral boundary marking is seen as 
a form of violence against personal freedom and spirituality. By contrast, 
traditional Protestant discipleship has tended to focus Christian life around

15. Smith, W ho’s Afraid o f  Postmodernism?, 102-3.
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knowing  or believing certain things, with the emphasis on sermons and 
Bible study as the key to form ation. Challenging both these approaches, 
Smith suggests that our greater purpose as Christians is to becom e  certain 
people who do  certain things. This new form of life requires a regime of 
practices that challenge and displace our old behaviors, aligning our lives 
to our faith. How does that change occur?

T he Practicing Com m unity

The community o f faith must be at the center o f the process o f shaping 
Christian practices, and the character necessary to help us navigate intimate 
relationships must be molded within that context. Returning to the picture 
o f the church as a family, we can learn the necessary moral skills for living 
in the truth only when we are initiated into them by older “brothers” and 
“sisters” in the faith .16 The church community should provide an authori
tative context— that is, a consensus about the best form of life— as well 
as a place where the moral skills needed to live that way can be learned.17

The critical question in relation to discipleship is this: If the church is 
where people grow into maturity and learn to engage in healthy relation
ships, what should our churches look like? New Testament scholar M ark 
Strom offers a challenging proposal. Paul modeled his churches on different 
social organizations, depending on their specific cultural context— syna
gogues, voluntary associations, philosophic schools, or ancient mystery 
cults. Paul improvised, using whatever cultural raw material he found in 
that context. In each case, Strom says, Paul focused his pastoral ministry 
around the goal and structure that maximized the process o f individual 
and communal transform ation. This involved two key strategies.

Whereas classical philosophy prioritized abstract ideals over the par
ticulars o f everyday life, Paul organized his ekklesiai around, and focused 
their worship on, the everyday reality o f living in light o f C hrist’s dying 
and rising.18 Strom suggests, for instance, that Paul’s gentile churches took 
their particular form from Greco-Rom an voluntary associations instead 
of the Jew ish synagogue. In light o f this, Strom says that the gatherings

16. Hauerwas, Hauerwas R eader , 141.
1 7 .Ibid.
18. Mark Strom, Reframing Paul: Conversations in Grace and Community (Downers 

Grove, IL: I VP Academic, 2000), 13-14.
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of the ekklesiai were focused on equipping members through fellowship 
and “grace-full conversation” for life in the world outside the community.19 

Strom critiques modern evangelicalism, which he says has succumbed to 
the temptation to “gag the most im portant conversations” through its con
trolled, hierarchical services. These contexts, according to Strom, only offer 

a form of “pseudo-interaction.”20 He proposes gatherings of rich, engaged, 

interpersonal relationships that seek to connect the story of Christ with 
the everyday realities o f each person within the community.

It is clear that deep, interpersonal relationships and practical spirituality 

were at the heart o f Paul’s communities and their worship. This suggests 
that we need to focus on tackling the practical priorities o f people’s lives. 

The annual “sex talk” or preaching series will not be enough to address 

the relational struggles and questions that seethe under the surface o f our 
congregations. These issues should form part o f our weekly teaching and 

reflections as we seek to bring the gospel to life in relation to the most im
portant aspects o f our lives. There are many contexts within the church, 

o f course, in which these sorts o f relationships and conversations can take 

place. Our responsibility as church leaders is to be “midwives” who nurture 
and encourage these critical exchanges and the contexts that foster them.

Habits That H arm , Practices That H eal: Living in a Swirl o f  

Phantoms

Our imaginations are critical in shaping the sort o f lives we live. Indeed, 
the key to living the new life in Christ is bringing our whole imagination 

under his care and direction. The imagination is an im portant battleground 
for discipleship because it is the meeting place between humans and God. 

Christian identity is founded on our connection to the unseen God. This 
relationship is nourished and sustained through prayer and meditation on 

Scripture, G od’s revealed Word. It is im portant, then, to understand how 
the imagination is shaped by modern practices.

To a large extent, the imagination feeds off images and other stimuli that 
are mediated through our bodily senses.21 This explains why visual images

19. Ibid., 16.
20. Ibid., 18.
21. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 57.
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have the power to shape our lives; they affect, tease, and provoke us into 
certain ways of living. C. S. Lewis argued that the imagination is corrupted 
by the excessive visual imagery that we absorb within modern culture. A 
diet of Hollywood products shapes and distorts real experience, he says, 
especially regarding ideas of love and sexuality.22 Popular media immerses 
us in a “swirl o f phantom s” that obscures our imaginations from the true 
realm that lies beyond— the truth about God and ourselves.23

Smartphones, for instance, have become ever-present companions. Tech
nology allows us to access anything at any tim e, tempting us to fill every 
last moment o f our day with activity. One evening recently, I stood at the 
back of a church. The darkness was punctuated by a sea o f illuminated 
boxes as people caught up on emails, texts, or news. Sherry Turkic tells 
of being at a funeral and seeing a woman standing in the wings, texting 
throughout the service. Afterward the woman confessed that she found it 
impossible to sit through events without checking texts and emails— even 
a funeral!24

These frenetic modern practices are removing the “gaps” in our lives, 
those times that enable us to be present to ourselves and to God. We have 
cluttered our imaginations with so much noise that the still small voice of 
God becomes a peripheral presence. Yet in a world without space for prayer 
and self-reflection, Christian spirituality becomes an impossible project. 
T he endless flow of information and imagery on which we incessantly feed 
embalms the true imagination and cuts us off from God. It takes patience, 
practice, and solitude to disentangle ourselves from these illusions.

The intimate, two-way connection between our bodies and imaginations 
that directs our hearts and minds means that the habits we develop play 
an im portant role in shaping the vision of life that we love and pursue. 
Because people are being formed by the holistic practices o f the modern 
social imaginary, Christian discipleship must focus on re-forming people’s 
imaginations, hearts, and minds through its own comprehensive formative 

practices.25

22. Terry Lindvall, “Embalmed Images: C. S. Lewis and the Art of Film,” Christian Broad
casting Network, https://www.cbn.com/special/Narnia/articles/Lindvall_LewisFilm.aspx.

23. Ibid.
24. Turkle, Alone Together, 295.
25. Smith calls these practices “liturgies,” while Daniel Bell refers to them as “technolo

gies of desire.” See Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 24-26; and Bell, Liberation Theology, 87.
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Unleashing the Unconscious: Being Intentional about the 

Unintentional

Jam es K. A. Smith highlights the importance of this project by pointing 

to recent psychological research into “the new unconscious.”26 This research 

shows that we automate a huge array of preferences, intuitions, and skills 

through simple repetition. As these skills or actions becom e autom atic, 
our conscious choice drops out of the picture and we operate largely out 

of passive memory— like learning to drive or play a musical instrument. 

Conscious (and awkward) training eventually gives way to intuitive feel. 

Formational routines m atter because only around 5 percent of our daily 

activity occurs through actions we consciously “choose.”27

“Unconscious” formative practices can be either proactively chosen— for 
example, learning a musical instrument— or more passively received— for 

example, listening to music during our daily commutes or watching televi

sion. These practices can also be “thin” or “thick.” Thin practices are trivial 

or incidental— for example, brushing our teeth— while thick practices shape 

our core identity— for example, practicing spiritual disciplines or choosing 
a career. It is critical, then, to understand what sort of person we become 

through different practices and the vision of life they carry. Even thin practices 

tend to get hooked to thick ones and become part o f our identity formation. 

In this way, as Smith describes, “recognizing that there are no neutral practices 
. . . should push us to realize that perhaps some of the habits and practices 

that we are regularly immersed in are actually thick formative practices that 

over time embed in us desires for a particular vision of the good life.”28 Given 
the comprehensive challenges posed by discipleship, where do we begin?

Remaking Reality: Envisioning Creative Rituals

R edeem ing Practices 1: Em bracing Em bodied  Worship

One of the most influential trends in the modern world is the intrusion 

o f a form of gnostic dualism, whereby mind/spirit/personality are seen as

26. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 80.
27. Ibid., 81.
28. Ibid., 83.
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separate from material reality and physical embodiment. This intrusion 
has two im portant consequences for our sexual lives. First, combined with 
the power o f the “virtual world” online, gnosticism is creating a disembod

ied sexual experience that tempts us to exist within an imaginary world 

detached from real relationships. Indeed, simulation requires immersion, 

and eventually we come to prefer fantasy over reality. Further, for many 

Christians, a gulf develops between faith (what we believe in mind/spirit) 

and practice (what we do with our bodies), so that these realms are not seen 

as inextricably connected. As the popular reasoning goes, what counts is my 

faith— since Jesus is interested in my heart— not what I do with my body.
In light of this challenging terrain, Christian worship must stand at the 

center of Christian form ation, providing a passionate and intuitive under

standing of the world in light o f the fullness o f the gospel. In response to 

the forces of gnostic dualism, the church needs to emphasize the unitive 

and formative power o f its embodied worship rituals, especially its sacra

ments. The Eucharist, for instance, is a material expression of G od’s grace 

that helps connect our spirituality to our physical em bodim ent, thereby 
bonding the Spirit’s transforming power to our practical lives.

Christian leaders tend to introduce the Eucharist (or Communion or the 

Lord’s Supper) as the place where we remember what Jesus has done for 

us and we receive renewed assurance for the forgiveness o f sins. Yet they 
would do well to describe the bigger vision we step into when we take the 

bread and wine together.
If we see the world— including ourselves— as intimately connected to 

God, then the Eucharist is where we share most intensely in the divine life. 

As we regularly enter into it, this practice has im portant spiritual and ethi
cal implications for our lives and relationships. Partaking in the Eucharist, 

we are strengthened in faith by the Spirit and drawn into the life o f the 

Trinity. Participation in the divine community progressively reshapes our 
natures to become what they are called to be— in the likeness o f Christ. 

This is a spiritual mystery to be sure, but one that stands at the center of 
Christian worship within Paul’s spirituality. Indeed, for Paul this meal had 

such power and significance that to take it in the wrong disposition could 

cause sickness.29

29. 1 Cor. 11:27-30.
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T he Eucharist also reminds us o f the relational model that forms the 
foundation of our faith and identity— Christ’s self-emptying love, expressed 
through his blood on the cross— as well as the power offered by the new 

life in his resurrected body. This model o f self-giving love weans us off the 
relationships o f “contract and exchange” that consumerism presents as 
a vision of human flourishing and intimacy. The radical Christian vision 

o f relationality finds concrete expression in the attitude of humility and 
the practices o f forgiveness, reconciliation, and practical love within the 
community of faith.

We need to creatively foster practical contexts that connect worship with 

our everyday lives. For example, this might involve taking Communion in 
our homes in small groups, spending time beforehand to allow God to 
show us someone we need to forgive or be reconciled to, articulating that 

to the group, and determining an accountable course o f action together. 
This context helps to reinforce and materialize in our lives the new reality 
that we are enacting in this essential worship gesture.

In this way, the church’s worship— with the Lord’s Supper at its cen
ter— articulates, empowers, and enacts the vision of healthy relationships 
within the Christian social imaginary. The church’s worship directs our 
ultimate purpose toward friendship with God and each other, and it enables 
us to be reconciled to each other through the Spirit’s love. In this socially 
constructive practice, we seek as a community to walk into and embody 
restored relationships within the kingdom of God. This regular practice 

seeks to form a different type of community in the midst o f the secular 
world and confronts the latter’s vision of life.30

R edeem ing Practices 2 : Displacing M o d ern  Social Practices

In the first half o f this book I focused on some o f the key cultural 
practices that are shaping our sexual and relational lives. They present 
themselves as benign and even beneficial, but in fact they carry a poten

tially damaging vision of life and profoundly influence our relational lives. 
My wife and I observed the formative power o f embodied social practices 
within our young congregation in London. Despite their vibrant spiritual

30. Stanley Hauerwas, Christian Existence Today: Essays on Church, World, and Lining 
In Between  (Durham, NC: Labyrinth, 1988), 107.
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lives on Sundays, many of these young people’s sexual and relational lives 

were more directly shaped by their experience o f cultural social spaces—  
bars, parties, and nightclubs. M any of the guys I regularly met with would 
struggle not to fall into the same patterns of behavior each week, despite 

their best intentions. Indeed, when we participate in these cultural spaces, 

we also enter into the subtle rules and expectations they establish. As we 

spend more time within these contexts, eventually we come to embody them.

Although our goal is not to create a sort of parallel universe in which the 
church lives cloistered away from the outside world, we need to encourage 

social spaces within the church where a different vision of relationships 

can be expressed and nurtured. This provides a context for the delicate 

task of being the family o f God— relating to each other as “brothers” and 

“sisters” in Christ— while at the same time being a courting community 

in which romantic relationships can form , be tested, and come to fruition 
in an environment where people are supported and known.

If the form ation of the Christian vision of life takes practice, then the 

more contexts we can create for these sorts of social interactions, the better. 

These alternative social contexts allow sexual energy to be expressed within 

social dynamics that direct us toward the Christian vision of sexuality. This 
involves learning to be part of a broad network of friendships in which not 

every member of the opposite sex is viewed as a potential sexual partner. 

This trains our sexual energy and impulses in accordance with G od’s will. 
It readies us for the twin Christian vocations of singleness and marriage.

Singleness and the Christian Vocation

I ’m not sure we have, in the Protestant church at least, a clear sense of 

vocation in relation to singleness. If we do, we have not done an effective job 

o f communicating it. We have tended to see marriage as the only genuine 
Christian goal, so that other states o f relational being are, by implication, 

sad or simply transitional. This may happen because most Christian leaders 
are married themselves and because Scripture gives us a clear mandate to 

bless marriage. Still, it causes frustration among single Christians, as well 
as a perception within the church that there are “haves” and “have-nots.” 

Singles often feel pitied or as if they are living an unnatural form of life. 
An invitation to a dinner party may mean being set up with a “suitable”
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potential partner. Although odd numbers may be the rule o f thumb in 
interior design, there appears to be no place for them at Christian social 
events! This sense o f frustration at least partly explains the recent rise of 
dedicated singles ministries.

Although the m ajority o f people in our church in London were single, 
very few felt any sense o f calling to remain single. On the contrary, many 
experienced their status as a burden, a wasteful holding pattern before 
finding someone and getting on with “real” life. For many people single
ness had become a strong identity, but one without any sense o f vocation. 
How do we address this im balance within our churches?

First, we need to regularly articulate the positive and complementary 
roles that singleness and m arriage play within the kingdom o f G od, as 
explored earlier. Only when we understand how each vocation fits into 
the big picture can we wholeheartedly em brace the disciplines and costs 
that each role involves. As the word vocation  suggests, we must come to 
see our sexual lives as particular callings within G od’s mission. We need 
to acknowledge and affirm that this is a heroic struggle, particularly in our 
cultural context with its emphasis on youth and free sexual expression. 
These Christian practices will feel alienating and at times unbearable un
less they are tethered to the greater vision of the Christian life.

One weakness in com m on approaches to discipleship is that we treat 
different areas o f life as separate com partm ents— like discrete software 
packages to be downloaded. We are tempted to deal with sexuality and 
relationships through specialist courses or seasonal sermons. Yet the Chris
tian vision of sexuality will only seep into people’s im aginations if  it is 
constantly connected to our worship and faith. Our sexuality is an essential 
part o f our spirituality, and it should be an integral theme in our regular 
teaching and worship. Teachers need to keep the Christian vision of sexual
ity before people— to continually reenvision them— much as a hot element 
keeps a pot on a roiling boil. To give the Christian vision power in people’s 
lives, they need to regularly describe, communicate, and affirm the nature 
of the Christian life and to connect this vision with every aspect of life.

Vision is not a silver bullet for discipleship, of course. By itself, it will not 
take away the sense of isolation that single people often experience, nor will it 
inoculate us against the allure of pornography and other temptations. It does, 
though, provide the bedrock for Christian sexuality. Vision gives coherence,
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hope, and encouragement. In conjunction with regular teaching and affirma
tion, we need to develop practical social contexts within which people can 
explore a possible calling to singleness, or at least to live well while single.

The Church as a Courting Com m unity

Taking our lead from the New Testament, we also need to keep marriage 
and singleness in dialectic tension within our churches. Even as we openly 
bless both forms of life, we can enable an environment in which people can 
move from singleness into relationships without the others feeling left behind 
or without the community dividing into separate camps of the “loved” and 
the “lonely lost.” This is a complex and delicate balance to strike in practice 
as we affirm singleness as a vocation while also addressing the fact that pro
longed singleness has become a problem in both our culture and our churches.

There are many reasons for prolonged singleness, but one factor is the 
changing social dynamics that make it difficult to meet potential partners. A 
woman writing in The Atlantic explains how she found herself single in her 
thirties and without an obvious context for meeting men. Her life, typical 
of many busy modern people, revolved around a small group of colleagues 
and close female friends, a circle that was unlikely to yield positive results 
in terms of relationships.31 Her experience has become common with the 
passing away of traditional social meeting places, while new ones— such as 
online dating— are not yet fully formed and offer an ambiguous experience.32

Here the church has a significant opportunity not only for its own sake 
but also in terms of mission. The church is one o f the few remaining social 
contexts that can provide the safe and coherent courting opportunities 
that people crave. Whereas this role used to be played by an array of social 
clubs and other contexts, these larger meeting places have been replaced 
by smaller, less diverse groups— lifestyle enclaves. As we saw earlier, these 
smaller affinity groups tend to come together around a shared interest or 
passion, such as the gym, outdoor adventure, travel, or wine. Within this 
narrowing of social horizons in our culture, the church can offer an alter
native, but we need to recognize and seize that opportunity.

31. Bolick, “All the Single Ladies.”
32. This evolution in the dynamics of courting is chronicled by Beth L. Bailey, From Front 

Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth-Century Am erica  (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1989).
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The church should be a coherent yet diverse courting community. Its 
members share some fundam ental convictions about the nature o f life, 

sexuality, and relationships— it is coherent-, but the community is made 
up of people from  different walks o f life— it is diverse. It is here that a 

designated singles ministry can play an important role. Besides giving some 

vision for the single Christian life, it can provide a natural social context in 
which friendships can develop without the pressure of dating. O f course, 

people will always feel a certain pressure and exposure within this sort of 

“fishbowl” environment, but that is an unavoidable (and survivable) reality.

Establishing a Healthy D ynam ic: Battle o f  the Sexes

As I explained at the beginning of this book, when addressing the area 
o f relationships within our own church, we noticed that a mutual frustra

tion, even anger, had developed between the sexes. The single women were 

annoyed that the guys wouldn’t initiate relationships, while the single guys 

argued that the women rebuffed them whenever they did take the initia

tive— they always seemed to be the “wrong” guy. This led to a relationship 
standoff, with each group pointing the finger o f blame at the other.

In addressing this dynamic, we felt the need to publicly recast the expec

tations and spirit in which we related together as a community of faith— a 
sort of “Relationships M anifesto” for our church. This involved expressing 

the conviction that we were, first and foremost, brothers and sisters in the 

family of Christ. W hat did this biblical mandate look like in real life? First, 
we acknowledged that this exhortation has profound implications for how 

we go about exploring, forming, and in some cases ending relationships, ways 

that make us different from the culture at large. This involved agreeing to 
treat each other with an extra measure of grace and respect in this messy and 

complex area, because we were all in it together. The guys were encouraged, 
for instance, to put themselves at risk by initiating contact, while the women 

were encouraged to treat the guys sensitively in their responses. Additionally, 

we needed to pledge support for fledgling relationships that did form within 
the community. This involved not encouraging gossip, allowing each party 

to reestablish within the community if the relationship ended, and so on.

This approach did not remove the mess and com plexity o f relation
ships within the church. In some ways, it increased for a time. Yet we were
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surprised by the extent to which simply articulating a common manifesto 
for relationships established a dynamic in which relational experimentation 
could flourish within safe and supportive boundaries.

Encouraging the Signs o f  Life

O ften these social contexts need a little nudge in the right direction 
from people and events that act as relational catalysts. Several single people 
w ithin our church developed a passion for acting as “firestarters,” en
couraging relationships among other singles. They broke up the potential 
awkwardness by creating contexts that were unthreatening yet fun, such as 
“speed dating” events. By providing a convivial social context and a sense 
of cam araderie, these events removed some of the obvious pressure people 
felt to impress each other or to avoid the risk o f rejection. If nothing else, 
they were entertaining occasions where people were able to extend their 

circle of friends within the church.
A challenge faced by smaller churches, o f course, is the lack o f a suf

ficient peer-group population to make such social contexts viable. This 
can be addressed in several ways. Som eone in our church, for instance, 
organized “D ate M y Friend” events that brought in people from  other 
churches, broadening the social circle while still keeping it consistent. These 
occasions created a safe environment and minimized the sense o f being 
exposed because everyone arrived with a friend with whom they could 
debrief afterward. In addition, kindred churches across London would 
occasionally come together for larger social events specifically for singles. 
These gatherings greatly enlarged the potential courting community while 
keeping it consistent within certain shared values.

C om m unity Support

In addition to encouraging relationships, the wider church community 
needs to be a family, supportive of our members if they explore relationships 
in our midst. Those in the community who are further down the track—  
whether married or single— can provide wisdom, lived-out examples, and 
accountability in the area o f relationships. This greater support network 
within the family o f Christ fulfills the extended fam ily’s traditional role. 
We need this broad range of deep and diverse relationships— with parents,
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friends, teammates, leaders, mentors, and so on— to properly affirm our 
personhood. These relationships provide a solid foundation on which we 
can launch legitimate and healthy sexual relationships.

The church is one of the few remaining social spaces where people can 

come together with the express intention of forming loving friendships 
without the constant pressure o f sexual connection. As Christian minis

ters, we can play an influential role within this dynamic by encouraging 

genuine communities o f friendship in practice. Part of our task is to ask 

whether we are prom oting social spaces and ministry contexts in which 
people’s fundamental needs for relational intimacy are being met, as well 

as opportunities for people to express their affective (social) sexuality in 

line with its divine purpose.

M arriage Preparation as Counterform ation

The Christian practice o f marriage will becom e increasingly distinct 

from our culture’s romanticized fatalism about committed love, and there
fore it stands to become one of the church’s most powerful witnesses to the 

kingdom of God. Yet Christian marriage has also come to be understood 

in contractual terms: two independent agents coming together to express 

a wish to be together. As a result, many Christian marriages have suffered 
a fate similar to their secular counterparts. M arriage preparation is often 

treated as a minor formality on the way to wedded bliss. With the weak

ening of marriage and family, preparation and support are urgent tasks 
for the church.

We must reframe marriage as an essential part o f the community and 
mission of the church. It is simply not enough to wave the happy couple off 

into the sunset; the goal of Christian marriage is not to see two lone rang

ers become one lone ranger— it is that they become part of the wider faith 
community. By investing time in those entering into marriage, we can better 

help them to understand the nature o f their commitment and to reach the 

maturity required to sustain the covenant. Our ritual practices need to rein

force this vision. Weddings, for instance, should be more than small, private 
ceremonies with personalized vows. Instead, we should seek to place the 

marriage ceremony— and so the relationship itself— within the church com
munity that is tasked with providing nurture, wisdom, and a guiding story.
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We need to articulate the significance of standing publicly before our 
communities and speaking the same vows that countless others have spo
ken. In so doing, a couple declares that their marriage is not of their own 
creation but is a gift from God. It reminds them and others that they are 
stepping into a legacy that spans millennia and testifies to Christ’s continu
ing faithfulness to his bride, the church. Christian marriages become a clear 
public statement: we see these covenant relationships occurring within and 
for the sake of the church. When rightly oriented, married Christians refuse 
to fall for the illusion that they are independent beings writing their own 
stories. This distinctive vision provides a strong challenge to the privatiza
tion of faith— and to the pervasive sexual practices within our culture.

Concluding Thoughts: Speaking with Our Lives

T he Christian life can only be learned, like a language, in conversation 
with others. Within the committed context o f the church, we need people 
who are capable o f being faithful to a way of life and to each other, even 
when that chafes against the consensus morality of our culture.

In many different ways, Christians are trained in the habits o f moral 
excellence— or virtues— within the church, including parental training, 
mentoring, preaching, and our common worship. Each of these contexts 
helps us to learn the moral language of discipleship. We learn the basics of 
the language from others and exercise it through regular practice, and it 
forms part o f our identity by becoming the basic vocabulary o f our char
acter. As in all language acquisition, we come to understand the language 
of discipleship in stages: first we learn the building blocks, such as words, 
syntax, and structure, and then how it all fits together— its meaning and 
coherence. Finally and progressively, we learn to use it consistently and 
with nuance in each new situation. As A ristotle put it: “For the things 
we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing them .” The 
challenging question for modern Christians is whether we can be faithful 
people without first being part o f a faithful community.

Becoming What We Do

235



Epilogue
Melodies o f  Heaven

M y home country, New Zealand, is often called “the land of birds.” As 
an archipelago of lush and isolated islands in the far corner of the South 
Pacific, New Zealand is free from most land-based predators, which has 
enabled birdlife to flourish. When Captain Jam es Cook arrived on its shores 
in 1769, he observed that the birdsong was deafening.

Within this symphonic m ix, an especially interesting native bird is the 
tui. Physically beautiful, its dark, iridescent feathers are offset by a dra
m atic white tuft nestled under its throat. But what is most striking about 
the tui is its song. Regardless o f where you are or what you are doing, it is 
difficult not to stop and tune in to its exotic and mesmerizing harmonies. 
This rich sound arises from the fact that the tui has two voice boxes that 
work together to create what could be mistaken as music from another 
world. The tui is literally “one flesh” with two voices. Like two instruments 
in conversation, a tui in song is essentially playing a duet.

This, I believe, is compelling imagery for envisioning the nature and 
vocation of Christian relationships. M en and women are created in G od’s 
image; they are complex, relational, and complementary beings. The bold 
assertion of the Christian vision of life is that human flourishing— indeed, 
our very telos— is to live in deep and harmonious relationships. This vi
sion is not just the reserve of marriage but extends to social relationships 
within the wider community of faith and beyond.
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This vision for relationships connects to the incarnational mission of 
the church in the world. As we pursue and progressively come to embody 
tender, trusting, and committed relationships, we effectively play the melo
dies o f heaven. It is this distinctive music that causes others to stop and 
pay attention within the jaundiced romanticism of our culture’s quest for 
intimacy with no strings attached.

Stewarding this journey w ithin the church is a challenging vocation 
for Christian leaders, who need to be more than spiritual “tour guides” 
on a Sunday. It involves creating, nurturing, and encouraging contexts in 
which people can become known within the community o f faith. M ov
ing from good intentions to practical reality in this area will constitute a 
significant prophetic statement within a culture that heralds privacy and 
personal autonom y as cardinal virtues. Indeed, in order to protect the 
relational life o f the church, we need to name these seemingly benevolent 
predators. In other words, in forging relationships o f honesty and trust, 
we first need to acknowledge that church communities are not immune to 
the cultural Zeitgeist.

Jesus has swallowed up death, and one day— as Paul says— we will be 
swallowed up by life.1 It is the privilege of Christian leaders, indeed of all 
disciples, to foster communities of faithfulness and joy that begin to live 
into that future reality now.

1 .2  Cor. 5 :4 .
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