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REFRAMING HOW WE VIEW THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
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Introduction
Do You Have a Personal Relationship with God?
For millions of evangelicals around the world, Christianity is fundamentally about
having a “personal relationship with God.” For many, this essential and personal
relationship begins when an individual makes a decision to welcome Jesus into their
heart. After establishing a personal relationship with God, the Christian life is then often
understood in terms of deepening one’s relationship with God and inviting others to
have their own personal relationship with the God of the universe.
Even though today it is common for people to understand the world’s largest religion in
terms of having a personal relationship with God, this was not always the case. The first
followers of Jesus did not go around asking people if they had a “personal relationship
with Jesus.” As biblical scholar Preston Sprinkle points out, “when you follow the
Apostles around in the New Testament, they never ask people to invite Jesus into their
heart or to have a personal relationship with Jesus.”1 Despite this terminology being
absent from the Bible, it is widely used by those who have been influenced by
evangelicalism to describe the essence of the Christian life.

1

Preston Sprinkle, “Is Having a Personal Relationship With Jesus a Biblical Concept?” Accessed January
5, 2021.
https://www.prestonsprinkle.com/blog/2014/10/is-having-a-personal-relationship-with-jesus-a-biblic
al-concept.
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How did language that is foreign to the Christian Scriptures become so familiar to
millions of people around the world today? How does this understanding of the
Christian life shape our faith? In what ways does it help us live Christianly? In what
ways is it unhelpful or harmful, and how might we augment this common understanding
of the Christian life so that it helps us follow Jesus well today? These are some of the
questions that have surfaced for me during the past decade as I’ve pastored
congregations that have largely understood the Christian life in terms of having a
“personal relationship with God.” Following are some provisional responses to these
questions. I humbly submit them for the congregation’s consideration and sincerely
hope they will inspire edifying conversation.

How we View the Christian Life
Framing is a term used in the social sciences to refer to how individuals and groups use
particular concepts and perspectives to interpret and communicate reality. An
interpretive frame is like a lens or set of glasses through which people view and
understand the world. Each lens has a particular prescription that sharpens the focus of
some aspects of reality while blurring others. Each frame centres certain objects within
the frame while also obscuring other elements that fall outside the frame.
Many evangelical Christians largely view and interpret the Christian life through a
personal relationship lens. The following essays demonstrate how this interpretive lens
focuses on certain aspects of Christianity while obscuring others. Figure no. 1 below
represents how evangelicalism often frames the Christian life. Inside the frame is an
illustration of a person. Our attention is drawn to the individual’s heart which has been
accentuated through shape and colour. According to this frame, the Christian life is best
represented as an intimate portrait of a person and their relationship with God, who
they have accepted into their heart. But what if the image inside the frame is one
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beautiful detail of a much larger picture? What if this frame is obscuring (figure no. 2) a
much larger landscape?

No. 1

No. 2

This framing of the Christian life as a personal portrait has become so common among
Christians influenced by evangelicalism that it is largely taken for granted. For many, it
serves as an unacknowledged and yet very real framework upon which many structure
their Christian life.
The following essays explore the implications of the personal relationship framework of
the Christian life. As these essays will attempt to show, what is inside the evangelical
frame of the Christian life is not bad, it is good, really good! A personal relationship with
God is vital to the Christian life, but it is not the sum total of the Christian life. The
personal aspects of the Christian life need to be accentuated and focused upon.
However, it can be unhelpful, and even harmful, when the bigger picture is relegated to
the margins, concealed, or excluded by a limited frame.

6

I.
A Short History
Most Christians say, wait till all are converted, then a perfect social order would be
possible. Most social reformers say, wait until we have a perfect social order,
then everyone will be good. We say, go at both simultaneously…

Walter Rauschenbush
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The familiar question, “Do you have a personal relationship with God?” was not always
familiar. It arose out of a particular context and communicated a specific understanding
of what it meant to be a Christian. This essay attempts to highlight some of the religious,
societal, and philosophical influences that contributed to the popularization of a
particular form of Christianity that conceptualizes the Christian life in terms of having a
personal relationship with God.

Historical Perspective and Social Location
Before proceeding, it is worth situating the following brief history within its larger
context. The historical sketch that follows covers only certain aspects of a few hundred
years of history of the post-reformation Western Church. When one considers the
two-thousand-year-old tree of Christianity, this essay merely focuses on a few relatively
young branches. This is important to state because in my experience, the average North
American churchgoer who has been influenced by evangelicalism has limited knowledge
of church history. Some operate from an unexamined false presupposition that North
American evangelical theology has been around since Jesus walked the earth. They
assume that certain theological views such as the modern notion of the inerrancy of
Scripture2 and contemporary articulations of penal substitution atonement theory3 have
always been central to the Church. Others have a rudimentary knowledge of the
Protestant Reformation and realize that there have been at least some shifts in theology
over time. Sometimes this awareness amounts to a vague notion of, “The Catholics got it
wrong. We Protestants got it right. End of story.” However, this narrative flies in the face
2

Many current evangelical understandings of the nature and interpretation of Scripture have been
shaped by Princeton theology as expressed by B.B. Warfield and A.A. Hodge in the late 1880s. The
Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (1978) and the Chicago Statement on Biblical Hermeneutics
(1982) have also informed how many evangelicals view and read Scripture.

3

Contemporary articulations of penal substitution are often rooted in the 11th Century teachings of
Anselm of Canterbury. The popular form that is frequently taught in many evangelical settings today
was developed by the Protestant reformers of the 16th Century. It is important to note that the Eastern
Church has never understood the cross in terms of penal substitution.
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of the spirit of the reformation which is often expressed in the phrase, “reformed and
always reforming.” The story of the reformation only covers 500 years (leaving out
three-quarters of the whole story) of Western church history traced along a few branches
of the grand and global Christian tree.
Forces such as white Western normativity and the insulating influence of sorting
ourselves into homogenous lifestyle enclaves contribute to North American evangelicals
operating (often unknowingly) from an ahistorical and self-centred religious
perspective. Church historian Vince Bantu writes, “All theology is contextual; it is
impossible to interpret the Scriptures or speak about God apart from one's
historical-cultural context. Yet the common assumption is that theological and
ministerial production emerging from the dominant white culture should be seen as
normative, free from the situatedness of cultural specificity.”4 Hence, many simply take
it for granted that Christianity at all times, and in all places, has been primarily about
having “a personal relationship with God” by virtue of “welcoming Jesus into your
heart.” The subsequent brief history traces the meaning of personal relationship
language as spoken and understood by people within the North American evangelical
tradition.5

4

Bantu comments further on the problematic nature of Western normativity within Christianity, “The
tendency for western culture to act as the barometer of Christian orthodoxy is a trend that reaches back
to the Romanization of Christianity. It is important to recognize and lament the reality of the Western,
white cultural captivity of Christianity and for the people of God to take responsibility for the genocide
wrought on countless millions in the name of (Western) Christianity. It is equally incumbent to recall
that the Christian faith did not have its beginnings–nor the totality of its history–embedded in white
supremacy.” Vince L. Bantu, A Multitude of All Peoples: Engaging Christianity’s Global Identity
(InterVarsity Press, 2020), 219-220.

5

Evangelicalism is not a monolithic entity. American evangelicalism is expressed in a variety of ways
through various denominations and cultural groups. The history covered in this essay refers mainly to
evangelicalism that finds expression through predominantly white, North American churches and
individuals.
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Pietism
By the seventeenth century, the religious fervour generated by the Protestant and
Radical Reformations of the 1500s had begun to dwindle, and towards the end of the
1600s, the Lutheran Church was in decline. It was in this context of religious stagnation
(overemphasis on doctrinal rigidity and formal structure) that a renewal movement
called Pietism was birthed which emphasized personal conversion, individual devotions
(Bible reading and prayer), sanctification, and social responsibility. A clear example of
Pietism’s emphases is found in the influence of Lutheran Pietist Eduard Hugo Otto
Wuest on Mennonites in Russia in the mid-1880s. Like other products of the
reformation, many once-radical Anabaptists had lapsed into rigid religious formalism
(especially those in church leadership). Patterned after his own personal experience of
renewal, Wuest’s preaching emphasized lively family worship, “prayer from the heart,”
and inner joy flowing from a personal experience of salvation.6 Wuest’s pietism
influenced those who eventually formed the Mennonite Brethren – a renewal movement
birthed among Russian Mennonites in 1860. European immigrants brought Pietism
with them to North America where it influenced many Protestants and shaped the
trans-denominational evangelical movement.

Evangelicalism
A series of Christian revivals swept across Britain and the North American colonies in
the 1700s bringing about a time of renewal called the First Great Awakening. The Great
Awakening in America revitalized stagnant churches in New England that had become
disillusioned after the dream of the Christian community becoming a shining “city on a
hill” had collapsed. The movement of modern evangelicalism emerged during the Great
6

Harold Jantz, “A Pietist Pastor and the Russian Mennonites: The Legacy of Eduard Wuest,” Direction:
A Mennonite Brethren Forum vol. 36, no. 2 (2007): 232–46, Accessed January 6, 2021.
https://directionjournal.org/36/2/pietist-pastor-and-russian-mennonites.html.
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Awakening and emphasized personal conversion, the centrality of the Bible as the final
authority in matters of faith and life,7 and the spread of the gospel. Inevitably, the First
Great Awakening ran its course and America’s break from England was followed by a
period of spiritual decline which gave rise to the Second Great Awakening in the late
1700s.
Presbyterian minister and trained lawyer Charles Grandison Finney was a leader of the
Second Great Awakening. Finney’s ministry effectively spread evangelical faith through
the use of revivals. Addressing crowds as if they were a jury, Finney appealed to people’s
intellect with logical arguments aimed at soliciting a concrete response to his
proclamation of the gospel message. In addition to personal conversion, Finney’s brand
of evangelicalism emphasized social change. He called converts to active advocacy for
prison reform, the abolition of slavery, women’s rights, the humane treatment of people
struggling with mental illness and physical disability, better working conditions for
industrial labourers, temperance, and education. While the twin foci of inner revival and
social reform characterized evangelicalism of the Second Great Awakening,
extraordinary societal changes brought about by the 19th and 20th centuries would alter
the nature of evangelicalism which would become the dominant form of Christianity in
America.

Critical Changes
The 19th and early 20th centuries brought a series of unprecedented societal, economic,
scientific, and religious changes to America. One of the most significant of these changes
was the Industrial Revolution which reshaped nearly every sector of society. During the

7

Christian Smith suggests that eventually biblicism became the “epistemological center” of much
American evangelicalism. Smith defines biblicism as “a theory about the Bible that emphasizes together
its exclusive authority, infallibility, perspicuity, self-sufficiency, internal consistency, self-evident
meaning, and universal applicability.” See The Bible Made Impossible: Why Biblicism is Not a Truly
Evangelical Reading of Scripture (Baker Books, 2012), viii.
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1800s, the Industrial Revolution altered the landscape of American life, transforming
the country from a predominantly agricultural nation to a manufacturing nation. City
populations swelled as factories replaced farms. Migration within America, as well as
increased immigration from different parts of the world, also contributed to massive
changes that the young nation had not faced before. Additionally, scientific changes in
the areas of biology (evolution) and geology (age of the earth) altered the way people
understood themselves and the world around them. The effect of these extraordinary
changes on religion led historian Arthur Schlesinger to label the period of 1875-1900 the
“Critical Period” in American religion.8
In his book Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life,
sociologist Robert Bellah, and his colleagues explore the forces that gave shape to
modern America.9 Bellah argues that industrial and economic forces between the
nineteenth and twentieth century in America reshaped society into separate sectors or
spheres. Rural and village life in nineteenth-century America was integrated. Social,
religious, and economic relationships overlapped and created a sense of cohesion within
communities. However, economic forces tied to industrialization in the twentieth
century organized society into the separate sectors of home and workplace, public and
private, and work and leisure.10 These divisions confined faith to the realm of personal,
private experience.

Responding to Change: General Trends
As society became more fragmented, people’s sense of connection and responsibility to
each other dwindled, fostering a form of hyper-individualism. With religion relegated to
8

Arthur Meier Schlesinger, A Critical Period in American Religion, 1875-1900 (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1967).

9

Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven M. Tipton, Habits of
the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Univ. of California Press 2007).

10

Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart, 43.
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the private and personal realm, faith became less effective in drawing people into civic
and social engagement. Increasingly, the home became the venue within which
Christian values were lived out. Evangelicalism emphasized the nuclear family as the
place where Christian manners and morals were to be reformed and protected. In the
midst of societal change driven largely by industrialization, the home became a private
enclave that was protected from larger outside forces.
Private and interior expressions of faith took on great importance in evangelical homes.
The ideal evangelical home of nineteenth-century England included a modest bedroom
for each member of the household. This allowed each person to have a private prayer
closet where they could retreat for daily private devotions to look after their inner life
with God. Despite its heavy emphasis on personal piety, nineteenth-century evangelical
culture called men11 forth outside of the home to engage in philanthropy and societal
moral reform. The activism of William Wilberforce and the Clapham Sect in England is a
shining example of this balance of inward and outward engagement. However, by the
turn of the century, forces of hyper-individualism had dulled religion’s social critique
and commitment to communal values.
Bellah also explains the increased compartmentalization of society by noting that,
“science seemed to have dominated the explanatory schemas of the external world,
[so that] morality and religion took refuge in human subjectivity, in feeling and
sentiment.”12 As science came to occupy the authoritative space once long-held by
religion, the newly carved out niche of the private sphere became the perfect place for
faith to retreat to.

11

Evangelical theology and the cultural ideology of the Industrial Revolution designated the home as the
sphere within which a woman’s role was fulfilled. Sarah Williams, “Public Men, Private Women: The
Rise of Domestic Ideology,” (Class Lecture, Regent College, Mapping Gender, 2010).
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Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart, 46.
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During the 19th and 20th centuries, strands of American hyper-individualism along with
romanticism came together to form expressive individualism which has become the
“moral wallpaper of the modern world.”13 The American philosopher and psychologist
William James made a distinction between what he called “primary religious
experience” and “secondary religion.”14 James denigrated secondary religion relegating
it to secondhand faith received from the church and its traditions while elevating true
religion. Having untethered religion from tradition and community, James located true
spirituality in the realm of personal/emotional experience. This legacy lingers today and
is summed up by the familiar phrase, “spiritual but not religious.” Behind this sentiment
is the elevation of the subjective, personal, and emotional aspects of religion above the
traditional, communal, and even Scriptural.

Fundamentalism and Modernism
Protestant Christianity responded to significant changes in America between the Civil
War (1861-1865) and World War I (1914-1918) in two different ways. The evangelical
tradition gave rise to fundamentalism which was a movement that took a defensive
approach to rapid societal changes. Fundamentalists felt threatened by scientific shifts
in the West and perceived scientists to be challenging the very roots of their faith. In
response, they sought to preserve and protect traditional biblical interpretations by
emphasizing the modern view of the inerrancy of Scripture and a literal interpretation of
the Bible. Societal change and new ways of looking at the world were often seen as a
threat and viewed with suspicion.
Many evangelicals responded by focusing on the Second Coming of Christ. It was hoped
that when Jesus returned he would remove them from the fallen world. Some even held
13

Jonathan Grant, Divine Sex: A Compelling Vision for Christian Relationships in a Hypersexualized
Age (Brazos Press, 2015), Chap. 2, Kindle.
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Quoted in Grant, Divine Sex, Chap. 2, Kindle.
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to an eschatology (theology of final things) that claimed society would get progressively
worse before Christ’s return and the establishment of his millennial Kingdom. If social
deterioration was a sign of Christ’s imminent return, then why spend time trying to
reform the world?15 While waiting for Jesus, many turned their spiritual attention
inward concentrating on their own personal piety.
Some fundamentalists shied away from social reform as they became overwhelmed by
the complexity of societal problems that America had not faced before. At times it was
simply easier to focus on evangelism and private devotion than it was to lean into social
issues that the Bible did not offer a clear remedy for.16
Whereas evangelicals of the Second Great Awakening had been committed to social
action, during the late 19th and early 20th century, the influence of fundamentalism led
evangelicals to increasingly withdraw from social engagement. Evangelical retreat from
social justice work was called the “Great Reversal”17 and led to the decoupling of faith
and justice. It is important to note that this separation which is common among modern
Protestant/evangelicals did not occur in every American Christian tradition. For
example, in his book, Reading While Black: African American Biblical Interpretation
as an Exercise in Hope, scholar and Anglican priest Esau McCaulley argues that the
sustained dual focus of individual and societal transformation is “the Black Christian
tradition’s gift to the American church.”18

15

David O. Moberg, The Great Reversal: Reconciling Evangelism and Social Concern (Wipf and Stock
Publishers, 2007), 21.

16

Ibid., 34.

17

Historian Timothy L. Smith coined this phrase to describe a shift away from engagement in social issues
that occurred among evangelicals from 1910-1930. See Moberg, The Great Reversal.

18

McCaulley mentions that Black Christians did not have the luxury of decoupling faith from political
action. Esau McCaulley, Reading While Black: African American Biblical Interpretation as an Exercise
in Hope (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2020), 171.
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While many fundamentalists took a defensive posture, other Protestants responded to
societal changes with openness and engagement. For example, whereas fundamentalists
held on to Victorian ideals, modernists welcomed new moral standards. Where
fundamentalists advocated for a literal approach to biblical interpretation,19 modernists
were influenced by forms of biblical criticism that sought to delegitimize certain
supernatural elements of the biblical story. As fundamentalists withdrew from social
engagement, modernists embraced the social implications of the gospel.
The more liberal modernists stressed communal values and optimistically sought the
establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth through social reform. American
theologian and Baptist minister Walter Rauschenbush was known as a proponent of the
“social gospel” which stressed the importance of Christian engagement in social justice
initiatives. Rauschenbush advocated for both personal and societal renewal writing,
Most Christians say, wait till all are converted, then a perfect social order would be
possible. Most social reformers say, wait until we have a perfect social order, then
everyone will be good. We say, go at both simultaneously, for neither is possible without
the other. Everyone seems to say “wait.” We say, “repent,” for the kingdom of God is at
hand.20

Whereas, the fundamentalist impulse was often to wait for the Second Coming of Christ
while focusing on personal piety and the preservation of traditional beliefs, the
modernist movement sought tangible and social expressions of the Kingdom of God in
the present.

19

Apologist John Warwick Montgomery has pointed out the inconsistency of fundamentalist approaches
to the Bible and society writing, “The liberals use the visible scissors and paste of destructive biblical
criticism while we employ the invisible scissors and paste of selective hermeneutics; we preach only
those texts that do not make us socially uncomfortable.” Moberg, The Great Reversal, 36.
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Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (Westminster John Knox Press, 1997).
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Neo-orthodoxy and Neo-evangelicalism
Neither fundamentalism nor modernism survived the tragedies of World War I and the
Great Depression. Fundamentalists had become increasingly defensive, bitter, and angry
while modernist optimism became a casualty of the Great War. Despite the collapse of
these polarized camps, two new movements arose during the 1930s and 40s that
embodied similar sentiments to their predecessors. Neo-orthodoxy carried forth the
liberal and inclusive impulses of modernism and neo-evangelicalism championed the
conservatism and commitment to conversion of the fundamentalists. Unfortunately, the
divisions and animosity between the two movements deepened creating a “two-party
system” in America.21
The genesis of the new evangelical movement is often connected to the founding of the
National Association of Evangelicals in 1942. Instead of continued withdrawal from the
world, new evangelicalism called for a renewal of evangelical spirit and a coming
together of like-minded believers to spread the gospel throughout the world and to
rescue western civilization from “the dark ages of heathendom” through a revival of
American evangelical Christianity.22 The new evangelicals defined themselves against
Roman Catholicism, mainline liberal Protestants, and even rigid anti-intellectual
fundamentalists to some extent. Numerous religious traditions, institutions,
denominations, and people from a variety of Christian backgrounds hitched their
wagons to this new expression of evangelicalism.23 Initially, new evangelicalism sought
to be a “big-tent coalition,” but their effort to unite groups around a common cause often

21

Garth Rosell, “The Neo-Orthodox Impulse in America,” (Class lecture, Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary, Semlink The Church from the Reformation, 2008).
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In 1943 Harold John Ockenga of Park Street Church in Boston, MA was appointed president of the
newly formed National Association of Evangelicals. These words were delivered in Ockenga’s
presidential address.

23

David P. Gushee, After Evangelicalism: The Path to a New Christianity (Westminster John Knox Press,
2020), 21.
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had a homogenizing effect.24 Groups ended up adopting certain fundamentalist
positions that were embraced by new evangelicalism (e.g., biblicism, social
conservatism, nationalism, conservative religio-politics) while losing some of their own
denominational distinctives such as commitment to social justice and egalitarianism.25
Although the phrase “personal saviour” was used by American revivalists in the
mid-1800s, it was popularized by Charles Fuller in the mid-20th century.26 As a pastor,
Fuller was influenced by the neo-evangelical movement. Leveraging technology to share
the gospel, he ran a radio program called The Old Fashioned Revival Hour. From 1937
to 1968 this program was broadcast on more than 650 radio stations. Fuelled by an
annual budget of $1.7 million, at the height of its popularity The Old Fashioned Revival
Hour reached an audience of more than twenty million listeners throughout North
America, Africa, Asia, and Europe.27 People all around the world were being introduced
or reintroduced to Jesus as their “personal saviour.”
The 1940s also saw widespread evangelical renewal through youth movements including
Young Life, Christian Service Brigade, and InterVarsity Christian Fellowship.
Evangelical revivals and initiatives led by charismatic leaders such as Billy Sunday, Billy
24

Gushee, After Evangelicalism, 22.
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A recent example of this can be seen in the British Columbia Conference of Mennonite Brethren
Churches. Many MB churches in British Columbia have adopted the Gospel Coalition’s evangelical
Statement of Faith which differs significantly from the MB Statement of Faith. Westside Church, The
Rock Church Squamish, and Crossridge Church claim adherence to the Gospel Coalition Statement of
Faith which does not include any of the statements regarding creation care or wealth that are expressed
in Article 15 of the MB Confession of Faith. Also absent is the commitment to non-violence that is
included in Article 13 of the MB Confession of Faith. Additionally, The Gospel Coalition Statement of
Faith makes Penal Substitutionary Atonement theory central to one’s understanding of the cross –
something that the MB Confession of Faith does not do. While MB churches have been given the
freedom discern between complementarian and egalitarian positions, the elevation of particular
atonement theories above others does not seem to be compatible with the MB Confession of Faith which
seems to purposefully be broad in its articulation of soteriology.

26

Zach Kincaid, “Powerful Preachers From the Past: Charles E. Fuller.” Sharefaith Magazine, Accessed
March 12, 2021. https://www.sharefaith.com/blog/2017/06/power-preachers-charles-fuller/.

27

“Old Fashioned Revival Hour.” Digital Commons @ Fuller, Accessed January 24, 2021.
https://digitalcommons.fuller.edu/ofrh/.
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Graham, and Bill Bright during the early and mid-1900s drew millions of American’s
into the evangelical fold.

The Sinner’s Prayer
Neo evangelicals popularized an evangelistic method and understanding of conversion
that remains normative today. Evangelistic literature and crusades utilized what many
know as the Sinner’s Prayer. Given its familiarity, one might think the Sinner’s Prayer
has a long history. While some trace the origin of the Sinner’s Prayer to nineteenth
century American evangelist D. L. Moody, according to Paul Chitwood, the version of
the prayer so many are familiar with today was popularized in the twentieth century.28
The Sinner’s Prayer is a relatively new evangelistic method that represents a rather
novel understanding of Christian conversion.
By the mid-twentieth century, the Sinner’s Prayer was commonly used to facilitate
Christian conversion by asking people to “Invite Jesus into their heart to begin (or
renew) a personal relationship with God.” While this language is closely connected to
the heart of Christianity for many evangelicals today, Chitwood’s research suggests that
the Sinner’s Prayer does not appear in evangelistic tracts produced by the American
Tract Society (which began publishing in 1825) before the 1950s.29 Billy Graham utilized
versions of the Sinner’s Prayer with great rhetorical skill at his crusades which widely
popularized the language of inviting Jesus into one’s heart to establish a personal
relationship with God.

28

Paul H. Chitwood, “The Sinner’s Prayer: An Historical and Theological Analysis.” (2001).
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Steve Staten, “The Sinner’s Prayer: A Brief History of a Novel Practice.” (2017): Accessed January 8,
2021.
https://www.disciplestoday.org/bible-study/teacher-s-corner/item-8589-teacher-s-corner-the-sinner-s
-prayer-a-brief-history-of-a-novel-practice.
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Billy Graham had a significant influence on Bill Bright, an evangelist who founded the
parachurch organization Campus Crusade for Christ (now known as Cru) in 1951.
During a Campus Crusade staff training one summer, a Christian layman with a
background in sales taught the Crusade staff about the importance of having a sales
pitch when proselytizing. Initially Bright bristled at the idea but eventually realized how
effective a spiritual pitch could be for evangelism. This led to the creation of The Four
Spiritual Laws, a short-form presentation/pitch of the gospel that could conveniently
bring Graham’s large scale revival meetings into the home or workplace. The Four
Spiritual Laws stress the importance of having a personal relationship with God who has
a wonderful plan for one’s life. However, the goal of a loving, personal relationship with
God is thwarted by one’s sin. But by receiving Jesus into one’s heart as Saviour and
Lord, one can enter into a personal and loving relationship with God. The presentation
of The Four Spiritual Laws often culminated with an invitation to pray a version of the
Sinner’s Prayer.

Making a Decision for Christ
Although the Sinner’s Prayer became commonplace during the mid to late twentieth
century, it is a relatively recent innovation with roots in a decisionist understanding of
conversion. Decisionism emphasizes the role of the individual’s act of the will in
conversion. This decision to receive Christ into one’s heart was often sealed with a
prayer. The decisionist model of conversion was popularized by the American
evangelical movement of the 18th and 19th centuries and the new evangelicalism of the
1940s and 50s utilized this conversion method and framework of the Christian life with
great efficacy.
During the Second Great Awakening, Charles Finney utilized an evangelistic technique
called the anxious seat. The anxious seat was placed at the front of a revival meeting

20
reserved for those who wanted to respond to the evangelist’s message. Some call Finney,
the Father of the Altar Call, due to his use of this evangelistic method. For Finney, the
altar call served the same purpose as baptism in the New Testament. According to
Finney’s understanding, both baptism and the altar call were ways people could make a
concrete and public response to the gospel’s proclamation. Coming down to the anxious
seat was a manifestation of the will’s decision to be a Christian. By replacing baptism
with the altar call, Finney laid the groundwork for a decisionist approach to salvation
that would become normative in the mid-20th century.
New evangelicalism utilized the Sinner’s Prayer as a means of inviting people to respond
to the gospel by making a decision to accept Jesus as their personal Lord and Saviour.
However, the gospel preached by many twentieth century new evangelicals was different
than that of nineteenth century evangelists. In the 1800s, Finney invited people to a life
of inner renewal and social reform. At its best, the Sinner’s Prayer of the mid-twentieth
century invited people to respond to the grace of God, to begin a journey towards
baptism, to enter into the counter-cultural community of Christ, and to embark on a
life-long journey of discipleship. However, despite attempts to connect new converts to
transformative communities of faith, in practice, the Sinner’s Prayer at times became a
“magic incantation” that saved individuals from hell.30 New evangelicalism largely
communicated the gospel through the personal relationship framework which often
narrowed the scope of the Christian life, thus obscuring or marginalizing elements of
social reform that many evangelicals advocated for in the 1800s. Praying the Sinner’s
Prayer was like crossing the starting line of the life-long race of faith. However,
sometimes the starting line was confused for the finish line. The Sinner’s Prayer has led
millions of people into a life-changing relationship with Christ and has helped plunge

30

Jarrod McKenna, “An Altar Call: Manus and an Invitation Into God’s Heart.” Mission Central (2017):
Accessed January 23, 2021.
https://www.missioncentral.ca/posts/2017/12/an-altar-call-manus-and-an-invitation-into-gods-heart.
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people into God’s heart for the world, but it also contributed to a hyper-individualistic
understanding of Christianity and a narrow view of discipleship.

An Invitation to Renewal
During the mid to late twentieth century, the language of “inviting Jesus into your
heart” and “having a personal relationship with God” was attractive to many people who
found themselves disengaged from the Roman Catholic, Mainline, or fundamentalist
churches they were either familiar with or born into. Like some of the Mennonites in
Russia who responded favourably to Wuest’s invitation to embrace a heart-warming
renewal of faith amidst religious stagnation, North Americans born into the church
during the 40s and 50s found new evangelicalism’s invitation into a vibrant personal
relationship with God attractive. The move from a cold cultural Christianity to a
heart-warming new evangelicalism is captured in the phrase, “I don’t have a religion, I
have a relationship!”
During the 1950s neo-evangelicalism contributed to an increase in conversions and
church membership. However, it also fuelled the rise of a civic religion in the United
States which has been described as a mile wide and an inch deep.31 This dilution of
spiritual vitality during a time of rapid numerical growth was not unique to Americans
in the 1950s. A parallel can be seen in the fourth century when the Roman Emperor
Constantine’s endorsement of Christianity led to both rapid growth and compromised
spiritual integrity.
This brief history sketches the spiritual milieu that many North American baby boomers
(those born in the 1930s-60s) grew up in. The enormous reach of neo-evangelicalism
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shaped the theological imaginations of a generation of people. The Christian life was
often framed as “inviting Jesus into one’s heart to begin a personal relationship with
God.” For many, praying the Sinner’s Prayer was the defining moment of their lives.
Today, this generation of evangelicals makes up a significant portion of North American
Protestant/evangelical church leadership. They hold pastoral and denominational
leadership positions, lead para-church organizations, run evangelical publishing houses,
sit on boards, serve on local church ministry teams, support missionary endeavours
throughout the world, and are influential congregants in many evangelically flavoured
churches. However, subsequent generations of North Americans have grown up in a
different social-religious climate and the language of “a personal relationship with God”
does not hold the same meaning that it does for their predecessors. In fact, language
that many see as central to authentic Christianity is problematic for some people seeking
to follow Jesus today. Before looking at implications of the personal relationship
framework of the Christian life, it will be helpful to make a few comments about the
Canadian context.

Canadian Context
Although this historical sketch mostly focuses on America, the personal relationship
framework of the Christian life is common in Canada. Evangelicalism has been present
in Canada since the Canadian version of the Great Awakening came to the Maritimes in
the 18th century. Having lived in the United States for 25 years and in Canada for 16, I
have observed similarities and differences in how evangelicalism finds expression in
both countries. Canadian evangelicals are more politically diverse than American
evangelicals,32 but both groups can exhibit a posture of suspicion and defensiveness
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towards the “outside world.”33 Like American evangelicals Canadians also emphasize the
dramatic nature of conversion through testimony and teaching and often tend towards
more individualistic understandings of sin, salvation, and worship.
Neo-evangelicalism has had a significant impact in Canada. Billy Graham led thirteen
crusades in Canada from 1955 to 1995. His powerful proclamation of the gospel reached
hundreds of thousands of Canadians over four decades. During Graham’s first trip to
Canada alone, he spoke to 356,000 people in Toronto over the course of four weeks.34
Youth movements born out of new evangelicalism such as InterVarsity Christian
Fellowship, Young Life, Campus Crusade and Navigators have had a significant presence
in Canada and have influenced young people across the country. American evangelical
publishing houses and contemporary Christian music companies produce content (e.g.,
Bible studies, preaching aides, magazines, devotional reading, worship songs, etc.) that
is widely used in Canada. This evangelical content shapes the theological imaginations
of Christians around the world. It is helpful for Canadian Christians to acknowledge the
influence that North American evangelicalism has on their churches and personal
understanding of the Christian life.

Summary
The familiar phrase, “a personal relationship with God” was popularized in the mid to
late twentieth century in North America through a particular expression of
evangelicalism that dates to 1942. This brand of evangelicalism has roots in Continental
Pietism, the Great Awakenings, American hyper-individualism, and Christian
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fundamentalism. Continental Pietism sought to revitalize the interior aspects of faith
emphasizing personal devotion, heartfelt prayer, and a re-engagement of the affections
in the Christian life. American hyper-individualism, driven by industrialization and
romanticism, divided life into separate spheres (e.g., public/private, work/home,
spiritual/secular) which led to Christianity’s retreat into personal and private pockets of
life.
Christian fundamentalism responded to unprecedented societal changes of the
nineteenth century by adopting a fearful and defensive posture which led evangelicals to
turn away from the social implications of the gospel and to distrust cultural change in
general. The new evangelicalism that arose in the 1940s sought to revive languishing
Christian denominations by rallying people around the common cause of religious
revival and re-engaging society through evangelism. The Sinner’s Prayer was a tool used
in large scale crusades, interpersonal pitches, and tracts read by individuals, to welcome
people into a loving and personal relationship with God.
This brief history highlights how North American evangelicalism has been shaped by a
form of Christianity that has largely emphasized personal, private and interior aspects of
religious life. This has been effective in fostering spiritual renewal and introducing
millions to an expression of Christianity that engages the affections, can be practiced in
the home, and is easily commended to others.
While social reform was once an important aspect of the Christian life among
evangelicals, especially during the Second Great Awakening, a great reversal occurred in
the early twentieth century leading many evangelicals to withdraw from engaging in
social reform. Today, when people refer to the current focus on social justice that
animates many evangelicals as a “fad” or yet another “capitulation to culture,” they fail
to acknowledge that for much of evangelicalism’s history, evangelism and social reform
were not pitted against each other. Perhaps the recent rise of social concern among
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evangelicals is more a return to an earlier and fuller expression of evangelicalism than it
is a dangerous deviation from a purer form of Christianity.
The national and global influence of neo-evangelicalism has spread the personal
relationship framework of the Christian life around the world. Many of the things that
an evangelical framing of Christianity focuses on are vital to the Christian life. The next
essay will lift up and celebrate the helpfulness of this framing.
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Questions
1. Is there anything from the reading that you found compelling or insightful? What
resonated or contrasted with your experience? Are there questions that emerged
for you?

2. Theology is contextual. The ways we think about God and the Christian life are
influenced by our specific social and cultural location. A sixteen-year-old female
Ethiopian Christian in fifth century Africa thinks about following Jesus
differently than a fifty-year-old white male evangelical Christian in
twenty-first-century Canada. How aware are you of the ways that your specific
context, social location, and denominational history shape your beliefs about
God?

3. The historical sketch above identifies two different Christian responses to societal
change. Fundamentalists viewed change with suspicion while modernists tended
to embrace new ideas. There are positive and negative implications to both
approaches. What is your default or general posture to cultural trends,
scientific/sociological theories, and societal change? How might your reflexes
have been shaped by the church traditions you have been a part of?
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II.
The Helpful
Thus the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend.

Exodus 33:11

Rembrandt van Rijn, The Return of the Prodigal Son (detail), 1661–1669
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Many Christians around the world frame the Christian life in terms of having a personal
relationship with God. Although this limited frame does not represent the totality of
what it means to be Christian, it does centre certain vital aspects of the Christian life.
This essay acknowledges the helpfulness of this frame and celebrates the goodness of
that which falls within it.

Relationship is Key
As a Jewish man born in first century Palestine, Jesus was born into a cultural and
religious tradition that in many ways was far more relational than the contemporary
West which tends to emphasize the individual more than the communal. The Jewish and
Christian traditions affirm that relationship is fundamental to our understanding of
what it means to be human. No one exists as a self-sufficient individual. Humans derive
identity and meaning from a complex web of relationships through which we encounter
others in transformative ways. It is right to emphasize, and to advocate for, the
centrality of relationship when communicating what it means to be Christian.

An Alternative to Impersonal
The meaning of the phrase “a personal relationship with God” is further elucidated
when contrasted with its opposite – “an impersonal relationship with God.” If by
impersonal we mean detached, distant, or disconnected from the day-to-day aspects of
our lives (thoughts, emotions, and actions) then a personal relationship includes a lively
connection to the divine that is reciprocal, registers in our affections, emphasizes
presence, and influences how we engage in the world. In this sense, the phrase “personal
relationship with God” describes a compelling alternative for those who may find
themselves disillusioned with impersonal religious formalism.

29

The Renewal Stage of the Spiritual Cycle
Church history and personal experience testify to the seasonal nature of the spiritual
life. Religious institutions, denominations, movements, churches, and individuals
experience seasons of birth, growth, maturity, decay, death, and rebirth.35 The spiritual
life is more cyclical than static. From St. Augustine to Karl Barth, church leaders have
spoken of the “always reforming” nature of the life of faith. Scripture is full of examples
that demonstrate the ongoing need for reform among God’s people. Ezekiel, Hezekiah,
Josiah, and the church in Laodicea all understood the importance of spiritual renewal.
The brief history cited in Essay I noted some specific examples of traditions that
experienced decline and renewal. These periods of renewal were often described as
awakenings or revivals. The language of “a personal relationship with God” gave voice to
a spiritual renewal that many people in mid to late twentieth-century North America
experienced as they moved from a nominal or cultural engagement with Christianity to a
revitalized reengagement characterized by an initial surge of vigour and joy. The
personal relationship framework of Christianity was effective for introducing and
reintroducing, millions of people to Jesus and the personal benefits of his reconciling
death.

Scripture
The personal relationship framework helps many people make sense of various biblical
images and verses. Although one does not find the exact language of having a “personal
relationship with God” in Scripture, the concepts are implicitly connected to many
passages.
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Throughout the Bible, the image of “walking with God” is used to communicate a life
lived in fellowship with God and in alignment with God’s ways (e.g., Gen. 5:24, Micah
6:8, and Col. 1:10, New Revised Standard Version). The Old Testament is replete with
examples of people who converse with God. Genesis records personal conversations that
Adam, Eve, Cain, Abraham, and Hagar each have with God (e.g., Gen. 3, 4:9-10, 16, 18)
and in Exodus we witness Moses speaking with the Lord “as one speaks to a friend” (Ex.
33:11). At times this dialogue exhibits a mutual vulnerability and impacts the actions of
God and God’s people (Gen. 18).
The Psalms bear poetic witness to God’s intimate knowledge of our lives. In Psalm 139,
David testifies that God knows both his inner thoughts and outward action. In Psalm 23,
David speaks of God as a good shepherd who restores, guides, comforts, blesses, and
provides. God is a faithful companion whose presence accompanies people in the valleys
and on the mountaintops of life.
In the Gospels, Jesus exhibits an intimate relationship with, and connection to, God the
Father (Jn. 8:28-29, 14:10). Jesus promises that the Father will send the paraclete (Holy
Spirit), a personal presence who will be with, help, teach, empower, and guide his
followers forever (Jn. 14). The epistles go on to describe how through the Spirit, Jesus’
followers share in the close relational connection with God that Jesus enjoys (Rom.
8:9-17).
In his letter to the Jesus followers in Ephesus, Paul prays, “that according to the riches
of his glory, he may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power
through his Spirit and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are
being rooted and grounded in love.” (Eph. 3:16-17). To the church in Rome, he speaks of
God’s love being, “poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to
us.” (Rom. 5:5). Whereas today many think of the heart as the metaphorical locus of
emotion, Paul would have understood the heart as the command centre of one’s being –
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the seat of our affections, will, and thoughts. For Paul, Christ dwells in the very core of
our being.
Both John and Paul stress the union that God’s people have with Christ. Paul writes that
“anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him.” (1 Cor. 6:17). In the high
priestly prayer recorded in the Gospel of John, Jesus prays:
I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me
through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you,
may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory
that you have given me I have given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in
them and you in me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know
that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” (John 17:20-23).

It is clear from the biblical witness that God desires to dwell with God’s people and to
exist in harmonious connection with all of creation (Gen. 1-2; Eph. 1:10; Rev. 21:3).

The Example of the Mystics
The Christian contemplative tradition traces its roots to the desert Mothers and Fathers
of the fourth century. These faithful Christians fled to the desert seeking fugitive (the
meaning of the term anchorite) spaces that were liberated from the corrupting influence
of worldly powers. Retreat to the desert intensified during the reign of Constantine as
Christianity became the dominant religion in the Roman Empire. Many fled the
secularizing forces of Constantinian Christianity – security, comfort, power, privilege,
and a strong pull to reject the narrow path of Christ for the wide path.36 Through
solitude, askesis (spiritual discipline), and contemplative prayer, the monastics sought
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to return to their “first love,” Jesus, and to be transformed into Christ’s likeness.37 As
more and more Christians withdrew to the desert, communal expressions of
monasticism began to form.38 Communities of monks ordered their lives around a rule
which outlined shared commitments (e.g., stability, poverty, chastity) and practices
(e.g., labour, prayer, study). The rule helped structure the community’s rhythm of life
around the presence and teachings of Christ.
Over the centuries monastic communities have produced many Christian mystics whose
writings describe intimate, empowering, and transformative experiences of communion
with Christ. These mystical experiences testify to the personal and relational connection
that many contemplatives have cultivated with God throughout Christian history. One
example is Teresa of Ávila, a sixteenth-century nun belonging to the Carmelite Order.
Known for her description of the interior landscape of the human soul, Teresa described
prayer as, “nothing else than being on terms of friendship with God."39 The
contemplative tradition testifies to the reality that cultivating a personal, intimate, and
transformative relationship with God is an ancient Christian endeavour. In a way, the
evangelical emphasis on a personal relationship with God is connected to this
longstanding tradition.

Personal Narrative
The personal relationship framework of Christianity popularized by evangelicalism is
helpful in describing my own spiritual journey. Born to Catholic parents, I was made to
participate in a form of Catholic catechism (Confraternity of Christian Doctrine – CCD).
I was taught basic Christian doctrine, memorized a handful of prayers, participated in
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Confession, celebrated First Communion, and was confirmed. While I took part in this
catechism for years, I did so reluctantly. The parish we belonged to was outside of the
neighbourhood where I lived, played, and went to school. Therefore, my religious
education was disconnected from the everyday rhythms of my life. I experienced Sunday
morning CCD classes as a form of unwelcome weekend school that none of my friends
attended.
Upon Confirmation, I was given the choice of continuing to attend Mass. I opted out and
happily discontinued the formal religious rhythms that marked my childhood. My next
real experience of church occurred when I was in college and began attending various
neighbourhood Protestant churches rooted in the Black Church tradition. These
churches exhibited a lively faith that clearly engaged the bodies, minds, hearts, and souls
of those in attendance. In my senior year of college, I wound up in a charismatic and
evangelically flavoured Baptist church in Stockholm, Sweden. The end of every service
was punctuated by an altar call and after months of attendance, I went forward and was
led through a recitation of the Sinner’s Prayer.40 My experience in Stockholm follows the
conversion script of neo-evangelicalism and in a way, my response to the Sinner’s Prayer
in Stockholm was a watershed moment. My decision to respond to the invitation was
accompanied by a powerful sense of God’s presence and since then, I conceive of my life
as one lived in close connection to God through Jesus. In contrast to my childhood and
adolescence, I consider the adult connection to God I have experienced since my time in
Stockholm as relational, loving, and personal.
Five years later I was in seminary trying to learn more about the faith tradition that I
had re-committed to. By this time the initial spring-like honeymoon season of my
conversion had cooled. One day a friend invited me to attend a small bible study where
the focus wasn’t on biblical criticism, exegesis, or hermeneutics. “It’s just for you,” he
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said. I discovered that this “Bible study” was a support group of sorts. Each week the
participants, who were mostly young seminarians, took turns sharing about their
personal and relational struggles. One day after confessing a history of personally
destructive behaviour the leader asked if he could pray for me. Having become
accustomed to evangelical/Protestant “prayer from the heart,” I consented and closed
my eyes. Instead of launching into verbal intercession, he asked God if there was
anything God wanted to show me or say to me. He then placed a hand on my shoulder
and remained silent. I had not participated in this kind of listening prayer before and so
I had no idea if God was supposed to speak to the leader or somehow directly to me.
After what felt like an awkwardly long period of silence, my imagination sprang to life,
and suddenly saw myself sitting in a barren landscape with Jesus tenderly kneeling
beside me. As the scene unfolded I sensed Jesus speak to me in a way that touched the
core of my being. This personal, intimate, and heart-healing experience changed my
relationship with God, reinvigorated my studies, and altered the course of my life.
I have been deeply formed by the personal relationship framework of the Christian life
commended to me by the evangelical tradition. This framework shaped the church in
Sweden that played a pivotal role in my followership of Jesus, and it shaped the
Christian Missionary and Alliance church where I was baptized. The personal
relationship framework influenced the institution and professors that fostered the
learning environment within which I completed my Masters of Divinity and discerned a
call to pastor. It shaped the large vibrant urban Alliance church where I first served as a
pastor, and it has shaped the Mennonite Brethren (evangelical-Anabaptist) congregation
I currently serve. This framework of the Christian life has taught me the vitality that
comes from cultivating a personal relationship with God through prayer, corporate
singing, and Bible study. I stand within the evangelical tradition and in a personal
relationship with God as I write. Any critiques I offer are shared in the context of family.
I humbly submit the affirmations, observations, and warnings that follow in the
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subsequent essays to fellow siblings in Christ as an invitation to conversation and
discernment.

A Revolutionary Personal Encounter
Robert Carter III was one of George Washington’s neighbours and Thomas Jefferson’s
friends. He was one of the wealthiest people in the Thirteen Colonies and enslaved more
people than both Washington and Jefferson combined – nearly 500 people.41 Like many
of his founding father acquaintances, Carter was a Deist. He thought of God as a distant
and indifferent deity who “didn’t take sides” in political and social issues.42
During the summer of 1777 Carter and his family were inoculated against smallpox
which was spreading as British and American troops moved up and down the Eastern
Seaboard during the Revolutionary War. On June 12, Carter fell into a feverous state as a
result of the inoculation and had an encounter with God. Carter had a vision of Jesus
and later referred to his experience as a “most gracious Illumination.”43 Convinced by
his personal experience that Jesus was divine, Carter began reading the Bible and
gathering his family for daily devotionals. The gracious illumination launched Carter
into an insatiable spiritual search for more of God. He travelled near and far to listen to
Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian preachers who spoke of spiritual renewal.
Carter’s spiritual appetite was ravenous and at one point he attended “twenty-eight
different religious services in sixty-nine days, and heard more than forty different
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sermons.”44 As the felt effects of his miraculous illumination faded, he desperately
sought after similar subsequent religious experiences.
On September 6, 1778, Carter was baptized by the Baptist preacher Lewis “The
Wonderful Boy” Lundsford. At the time, the established church did not recognize the
authority of Baptists, and Baptist services were frequently interrupted by disruptive and
sometimes violent mobs. Baptist gatherings attracted enslaved, white, black, and poor
folks and as a result, Baptists were stereotyped as illiterate, crude, and unsophisticated.
However, Carter joined Lundsford’s church, and as one of Virginia’s wealthiest
aristocrats worshipped alongside enslaved black people, he began to see God’s grace
transcending socioeconomic, racial, and gender divides. Summing up Carter’s
conversion, Andrew Levy writes, “In the course of three short years, he had turned away
from the religion of Thomas Jefferson, and embraced the religion of Thomas Jefferson’s
slaves.”45
Carter became convinced that all men were created equal and he hoped that the
American Revolution would truly lead to liberty and justice for “all.” However, shortly
after the Revolutionary War, he realized that the founding fathers were not prepared to
extend liberty and justice to those who were enslaved. Additionally, Baptist churches,
which had been places of radical egalitarianism, grew increasingly pro-slavery after the
war. By 1802 the Baptist General Assembly decided to ban black people from voting at
church meetings and within a decade they reverted to segregated and assigned seating.
The once persecuted Baptist churches traded radical inclusion for popularity, and
eventually Carter left the church that had played a crucial role in his conversion and
early discipleship.
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In 1791 Carter began to do what his country and contemporaries were unwilling to. Over
the course of several years, he drafted a document called the Deed of Gift that outlined
the emancipation of some 500 enslaved people that he owned, thus enacting the largest
private emancipation of enslaved people in American history. Only the Emancipation
Proclamation of 1863 is responsible for freeing more people in America. Although the
pace of Carter’s private emancipation was gradual, the Deed of Gift sought to support
enslaved people in their transition to freedom by arranging for housing and land.
Carter’s actions were opposed by members of his family, most of his peers, and those
who signed the Declaration of Independence. People saw the Deed of Gift as a threat to
the existing social order and called for Carter to slow down – a warning that would be
repeated by many future Americans who would prioritize the economic, social, and
emotional comfort of some Americans above the humanity of others.
After leaving the Baptists, Carter eventually became affiliated with a somewhat obscure
Christian sect and continued to struggle with a sense of spiritual disillusionment for the
rest of his life. However, Carter’s miraculous and personal encounter with God changed
his life and thus played a role in altering the lives of some 500 enslaved people on his
plantations. His brave and countercultural legacy lives on and continues to testify to the
power of a personal connection to God through Jesus.

Summary
It is important to recognize the reality that the spiritual life of individuals and
institutions is cyclical. People and communities of faith experience seasons of renewal,
decline, death, and rebirth. The evangelical emphasis on having a personal relationship
with God has undoubtedly helped millions of people yield to the renewing work of the
Spirit. In countless cases, this spiritual renewal has led to miraculous life change.
Although the exact modern phrase “personal relationship with God” is not found in
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Scripture, the concept can be found throughout Christian history and the biblical
witness. Furthermore, the personal relationship framework of the Christian life
acknowledges that relationship is an essential part of being human.
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Questions
1. Is there anything from the reading that you found compelling or insightful? What
resonated or contrasted with your experience? Are there questions that emerged
for you?

2. In what ways is your relationship with God personal? Was there a time when your
relationship with God went from impersonal to personal?

3. What has spiritual renewal looked like in your personal life or in the Christian
communities/institutions you have been a part of?
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III.
The Limitations
God you see, demands something more revolutionary than festivals
and sacrifices and worship songs.

Richard Foster
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In his book, Streams of Living Water: Celebrating the Great Traditions of the Christian
Faith, Quaker theologian Richard Foster identifies six spirit-led Christian traditions, or
streams, that flow from a common source – Jesus Christ.46 The contemplative, holiness,
charismatic, social justice, evangelical, and incarnational traditions each emphasize
different aspects of the Christian life. Foster explores the strengths and potential perils
of each tradition as he makes the case for a confluence of traditions – a coming together
of various streams to form a more holistic, robust, and life-giving Christianity.
Foster understands that while each Christian tradition celebrates certain dimensions of
the Christian life, no single tradition captures the fullness of Christ’s vision for the
church. Unfortunately, rather than embracing the fullness of Jesus’ vision for the
Christian life, particular Christian traditions often resist or denigrate others. Forster
writes:
Over the centuries some precious teaching or vital experience is neglected until, at the
appropriate moment, a person or movement arises to correct the omission. Numbers of
people come under the renewed teaching, but soon vested interests and a host of other
factors come into play, producing resistance to the renewal, the new movement is
denounced….This phenomenon has been repeated many times through the centuries.
The result is that various streams of life – good streams, important streams – have been
cut off from the rest of the Christian community, depriving us of a well-balanced vision
of life and faith.47

The thesis of this essay series is that, like each Christian tradition, the evangelical
tradition views, understands, and interprets the Christian life through a particular
frame. This frame centres certain beliefs and practices while marginalizing others. These
essays refer to the evangelical frame as the personal relationship framework of the
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Christian life. Hopefully, Essay II made it abundantly clear that what falls within the
personal relationship frame is good, really good! Scripture, history, and personal
experience testify to the validity and value of a lively, reciprocal, and intimate
connection with God. A personal relationship with God is vital to the Christian life, but
it is not the sum total of the Christian life. This essay will attempt to show that when the
personal relationship frame is believed to be the only legitimate way to view the
Christian life, it offers a limited picture of what it means to follow Jesus.
At the risk of redundancy, it is important to state that the following critiques are not
aimed at the notion of having a personal relationship with God. This essay and Essay IV
suggest that there are limitations and dangers to believing that the personal relationship
framework embraced by many evangelicals is the only way to view the Christian life.
When any tradition fails to acknowledge its historical context, particularities of practice
(e.g., favoured spiritual disciplines and modes of service), and preferences (e.g.,
concepts of worship and discipleship) it runs the risk of living into a narrow vision of the
Christian life and missing out on the fullness of life lived in congruence with God’s reign.
The case being made in these essays is not one of either/or, rather it is a yes/and. The
invitation being extended is to acknowledge the frames we have inherited that have
helped us understand the Christian life, to recognize the helpfulness and limitations of
those frames, and to consider expanding the framework upon which our understanding
of God’s kingdom is built.
The following two essays may elicit discomfort, confusion, excitement, or joy. Whatever
your reaction to learning about the limitations of the personal relationship framework,
know that the goal of this series is to expand the frame through which we see and
understand the Christian life so that we might embrace a confluence of life-giving
streams that flow from Christ, fill us with living water, and sweep us up into a river of
life. Amen.

43

Personal, Private Jesus
As noted in Essay II, the term “personal relationship with God” is a helpful descriptor
when contrasted with an “impersonal relationship.” This language was compelling for
people born into a religious tradition that felt obligatory, unchosen, and distant.
However, when removed from that context or taken as the sum total of the Christian life,
the phrase is problematic. As Brian McLaren points out, the word personal can connote
an individualistic self-focus. We have our own personal computers. We protect our
personal space and hire personal trainers.48 The word personal often implies possession
and conjures the image of a god we carry around in a bottle and take out whenever we
want our wishes granted. This relationship may be valuable to us, but the personal
genie-god is fully under our control. The Scriptural witness of a mysterious and
surprising deity who irrupts into our lives in God’s own timing, and in surprising ways,
is lost in the image of a personal god whom we possess and manipulate.
From time to time I engage in a thought experiment. I imagine that aliens have
clandestinely come to my neighbourhood to study the role that earth’s largest religion,
Christianity, plays in people’s lives. I then wonder what they might conclude if they
watched my day-to-day routines, observed my annual life rhythms, studied how I use
my time, spend my money, and who I relate to. I ask myself what these extraterrestrial
visitors might conclude about the role of religion in my life when comparing me to my
neighbours who do not identify as Christian. I realize that if not much visible concrete
difference could be discerned, I could defend my faith by telling myself, “but I have
Jesus in my heart, and I have a personal relationship with God. That’s what really
counts!” But somehow that response does not sit well with me. There certainly is an
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interior aspect to Christianity, but an overly privatized and personal faith ignores the
witness of our spiritual ancestors and an enormous amount of biblical data that testifies
that the Christian life amounts to more than believing that Jesus resides in our heart
and we will go to heaven when we die.

Seasonal Favourites
The personal relationship framework of Christianity was popularized by evangelical
renewal movements. As noted in Essay II, the spiritual life (like all life) is dynamic and
seasonal. There are seasons of exciting growth, waning energy, decline, and renewal.
When cultivating an energetic and passionate relationship with God is the primary way
in which we understand Christianity, we can set ourselves up to fall into the trap of
trying to sustain a perpetual spiritual honeymoon. This inevitably leads to frustration,
disappointment, and even guilt.
Evangelicalism accentuates the moment a person receives Jesus into their heart and
begins a vibrant relationship with God by stressing the before and after effects of
conversion. Teaching and testimony often emphasize the post-conversion, or renewal,
season of the Christian life. This elevation of the spiritual season of renewal,
characterized by simplicity, warmth, and energy, implicitly communicates the
superiority of spring above other seasons. Instead of recognizing a decrease in spiritual
energy as a natural move into a spiritual fall, a waning of warm religious affection is
often seen as stagnation or a sign of a dangerous spiritual slump. Evangelicals can
become discouraged or jealous of siblings in Christ who seem to exist in a perpetually
warm and generative spiritual climate.
Churches can reinforce this preferential option for warmer weather by only positioning
their programming and gatherings as times to supercharge or top-up one’s relationship
with God. Services are often carefully curated to include soaring music, inspiring stories,
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and sunny biblical imagery which give the congregation a taste of spring again.
However, sometimes a manufactured sunny disposition begins to darken after the music
ends and congregants step back into less controlled environments (e.g., familial and
collegial relationships, local and global crises). When the lofty ideals, inspiring
exhortations, and great expectations of Sunday morning crash on the rocks of fatigue,
busyness, and despair we experience on the other six days of the week, congregants may
experience doubt (Does all that God-talk make a difference?), self-condemnation (When
it comes to my relationship with God, I must be the problem.), and discouragement (I
guess I’m just a bad Christian.). However, the following Sunday always offers another
chance at renewal.
The vibrant personal relationship framework can problematize the normal ebb and flow
of relationships. Long-term friends, partners, and spouses know that it is physiologically
and emotionally unrealistic, if not impossible, to sustain a perpetual honeymoon.
Affections wax, wane, cool off, heat up, disappear, and revive. Just as we don’t criticize
nature when temperatures and leaves begin to drop, it is unhealthy and unhelpful to
problematize spiritual seasons of complexity, perplexity, and even death. As Jesus said,
“Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just
a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” (John 12:24). It is common to
experience periods of doubt, questioning, and renegotiation during one’s spiritual
journey. These cooler seasons can be embraced as valuable teachers when seen as
unique, wisdom-laden pathways that ultimately lead to new life. We can normalize the
seasonal nature of our relationship with God knowing that God’s unfailing love holds us
in all weather.
Great saints who have gone before us, like Mother Theresa and John of the Cross, bear
witness to how we can live through long periods of spiritual wilderness where God’s
presence seems distant if felt at all. For example, Mother Theresa’s writings reveal that
she experienced doubt and suffered from a deep sense of God’s absence “for the last
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half-century of her life.”49 Mother Theresa continued to serve God faithfully and
eventually made peace with her doubts and found meaning in her spiritual sorrow.
If the goal of the Christian life is to maintain a warm and vibrant relationship with God,
these cooler seasons can be seen as problems, and a great deal of energy can be spent
trying to force a false spring. As any farmer and gardener knows, we can cultivate the
right conditions, but growth is not forced or mechanical. Growth is an organic gift that is
largely out of our control.
The witness of the saints shows us that there are many aspects of the Christian life that
can be attended to during these winter periods and in all seasons. Scripture clearly calls
us to love God, our neighbours, and even our enemies. The call to love our enemies is
not predicated upon our warm affection for them (Matthew 5:43-48). If fuzzy feelings,
relational intimacy, and eager desire are prerequisites to acts of service, charity, and
sacrifice (concrete expressions of love) then Christians would rarely be able to live out
the commands of Christ.

Ignoring the Church
The Anabaptist tradition has historically acknowledged the central role of the church in
the Christian life. Our relationship with God is more communal than private. Many of
the verses from the epistles that readers tend to personalize, were originally written to
specific church communities. This is obscured in the English language where the second
person singular and plural pronouns are both “you.”
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Paul speaks of the church as the dwelling place for God (Eph. 2:21). Scripture speaks of
God’s presence dwelling in God's communal body, just as much, if not more than it does
of the Spirit residing in individuals. Perhaps this is why when the disciples ask Jesus to
teach them to pray he gives them a communal prayer that begins “Our Father,” and not
“My Father.”50 Paul speaks of Christ being in Jesus followers (Col. 1.27), and he also
speaks of Jesus followers being in Christ (Eph. 2.6). If Christ is in us and we are in
Christ, then we are also intimately connected to everyone else who is in Christ (Rom.
12:5; I Cor. 12:13). Biblical scholar Preston Sprinkle sums up the communal nature of
Christianity:
If by “personal” you mean private, then no, having a “private relationship with Jesus”
isn’t in the Bible…Our faith in Jesus is public, not private; it’s communal, not
individualistic. And if by ‘personal’ you mean individualistic, then no, having an
‘individualistic relationship with Jesus’ isn’t in the Bible either. When we “get saved,” we
are saved into a community of faith not just saved from our personal and private sins.51

An overemphasis on one’s personal relationship with Jesus can rob a person of the
edification, inspiration, support, and accountability that the body of Christ offers.
Historically, forces of hyper-individualism and a tendency towards social withdrawal
have led some to overemphasize an individual’s personal relationship with Jesus while
undercutting the communal nature of Christianity that the Bible clearly upholds. This
places an enormous burden on the individual to sustain their own spiritual life and
Christian walk while simultaneously cutting vulnerable members of the body off from
vital communal support.
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Limited View of Discipleship52
At times, the personal relationship framework of Christianity confuses the beginning of
the Christian life for the sum total. Awakening to the reality of a reciprocal, affectionate,
and dynamic relationship with God can be life-changing, but it is only the beginning.
Becoming aware of, and responding to, the relational presence of God in the world
begins a life-long process of transformation. Receiving Jesus into one’s heart
inaugurates an intentional ongoing journey of discipleship that includes learning how to
follow Jesus’ leading in all areas of one’s life. While the personal relationship framework
has been historically successful at helping people begin this long journey, it has often
failed to cultivate life-long disciples (Matt. 28:19).
Willow Creek Community Church in Chicago was a pioneer of the seeker-sensitive
evangelical church movement in America. For decades, churches around the world
sought to emulate the mega church’s success in church growth and evangelism. In 2007
Willow Creek published the results of a three-year comprehensive Reveal Study that
looked at the efficacy of their ministry.53 The study’s findings were devastating to Willow
Creek’s leadership. Essentially, Willow Creek’s programming had overemphasized the
beginning stage of a person’s growth and failed to help people become maturing
disciples of Jesus.
The Reveal Study highlights a significant shortcoming of the personal relationship
framework. It confuses a part of the Christian life for the whole. For many evangelicals, a
personal relationship with God is lived out through activities such as private devotions
(e.g., Bible reading and prayer) and corporate worship in the form of listening to a
sermon and singing praise songs. The goals of these activities include experiencing
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God’s presence in a way that registers in the affections (peace, joy, warmth, etc.),
receiving communication from God in the form of a word or phrase (via Bible reading,
listening prayer, or a sermon), giving God glory (through praise) and meditating on the
character and action of God through music and song. These activities and experiences
are important aspects of the Christian life, but they should not be confused as the sum
total of discipleship. Too often personal devotion and discipleship are conflated in the
imaginations and lives of many evangelically influenced North American Christians.
The evangelicalism of the Second Great Awakening taught that a personal relationship
with God includes more than personal devotion. As noted in Essay I, Charles Finney and
William Wilberforce are inspiring examples of evangelical Christians who stressed the
importance of personal piety and social activism in the Christian life. However, at times
throughout the history of evangelicalism, the outward aspect of the Christian life has
been limited to evangelism. This expansion of the Christian life beyond private devotion
to evangelism makes sense in the personal relationship framework. If the highest goal in
life is to cultivate a vibrant personal relationship with God, then energy would obviously
be directed towards helping other people enter into their own personal relationship with
God. However, if the outward orientation of the Christian life stops at evangelism, one’s
view of discipleship is narrow. In centering private devotions and evangelism, the
personal relationship framework marginalizes other aspects of discipleship in ways that
are incongruent with Scripture and Christian history.
In his book, The Patient Ferment of the Early Church: The Improbable Rise of
Christianity in the Roman Empire, Mennonite scholar Alan Kreider shows how during
the first few centuries of the church, people who were interested in following Jesus
underwent an extensive catechesis that lasted between one to three years.54 During this
time, catechumen learned the teachings and ways of Jesus through mentorship,
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Scripture memorization, prayer, and study. Discipleship was not so much focused on
belief as it was learning a whole new way of life. Once the candidate demonstrated a
comprehensive understanding of the costs, demands, joys, and habits of following Jesus,
they were welcomed into full fellowship with other Christians. Unlike modern
evangelicalism which tends to emphasize conversion as the result of praying the Sinner’s
Prayer, Kreider suggests the early church understood it as a slow and multidimensional
process.
From their perspective, conversion was not just an experience of divine power; it was not
just a feeling; it was not just a change of thinking. Conversion was a process that can
involve all of these but must involve two other things: the embodied reformation of the
convert (habitus change) brought about through catechesis and a bodily ritual (baptism)
in which the candidate declares that Jesus is Lord, identifies primarily with the Christian
family (“I am a Christian”), and commits himself or herself to living in the Christian
way….The process was not a hurried one; it called on both groups within the Christian
community–believers and catechumens–to exercise the hopeful patience that the church
taught in catechesis.55

The early church understood the robust nature of discipleship. Jesus was to be
worshipped and followed in all areas of one’s life. Jesus’ life (as depicted in the gospels)
calls his followers to live in alignment with the Kingdom of God which includes, but is
not limited to, peacemaking, reformation of personal habits/ethics, charity, justice,
generosity, and willing wealth redistribution. Discipleship is living a life of ongoing
transformation in which we relate to, follow, commune, and participate with Jesus in the
pursuit of God’s communal dream of shalom.
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Irrelevance of Place
When Christianity is limited to cultivating a personal relationship with God through
personal piety, the role of physical place becomes unclear. If discipleship and devotion
primarily play out in the inner landscape of the heart, then the external geography of our
lives functions as merely a stage upon which the real inner work plays out. The
particulars of land, water, and neighbourhood are largely inconsequential to an
interiorized faith. This can lead to church hopping, spiritual consumerism, and a
disconnect between discipleship and creation care. Where we attend church becomes
irrelevant. What really matters is if the church helps nourish our personal relationship
with God. When viewed through a personal relationship frame, nature may be valued for
its ability to foster our personal relationship with God by reminding us of God’s
attributes (e.g, creativity, strength, and beauty). However, somehow our God-given
mandate to tend and preserve the earth (Gen. 2:15) often fails to register as a vital part
of the Christian life. Creation care often falls outside the frame of one’s understanding of
what it means to seek the kingdom of God.

Narrow and Unacceptable Worship
For many North American evangelicals, the word worship is associated with praising
God in song and prayer. Worship often functions as a way of both glorifying God and
renewing our personal relationship with God. The act of meditating on God’s character
and action through prayer and song often helps us feel closer to God. Thus, if cultivating
a personal relationship with God is central to our understanding of the Christian life,
then worship (praising God through song and prayer) becomes central to the life of
God’s people.
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The enormous emphasis evangelicals sometimes place on worship (as defined as
praising God through song and prayer) can be seen in the #LetUsWorship movement
that arose during the COVID-19 pandemic. When health orders restricted social and
religious gatherings around North America, Sean Feucht, an aspiring politician and
worship leader associated with Bethel Church, led a series of large scale outdoor worship
gatherings in defiance of government orders. Feucht’s website stated the rationale for
these acts of defiance, “But our freedom to worship God and obey His Word has come
under unprecedented attack. Powerful politicians and social media giants have engaged
in unchartered abuses of religious liberty, silencing the faithful, banning our voices, and
outright attacking our God-given right to declare His goodness.”56
According to the personal relationship framework popularized by many evangelicals like
Feucht, mass gatherings of praise-singing are essential to the Christian life. However,
this betrays a narrow understanding of worship. In Paul’s letter to the church in Rome,
he communicates an expansive view of worship writing, “I appeal to you therefore,
brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice,
holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” (Rom. 12:1). Just as, if not
more important than singing God’s praises with our voices on Sundays is how we live
our lives during the entire week – which can include loving our neighbours by following
directives designed to protect the vulnerable. Furthermore, throughout Scripture, God
rejects personal acts of worship and devotion that are not complemented by concrete
acts of justice for the poor. Consider the following Scriptures in light of evangelicalism’s
historic emphasis on a personal relationship with God, private devotions, and a narrow
definition of worship.
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Isaiah 58:6-9
Is not this the fast that I choose:
to loose the bonds of injustice,
to undo the thongs of the yoke,
to let the oppressed go free,
and to break every yoke?
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,
and bring the homeless poor into your house;
when you see the naked, to cover them,
and not to hide yourself from your own kin?
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn,
and your healing shall spring up quickly;
your vindicator shall go before you,
the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard.
Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer;
you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am.
Hosea 6:6
For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice,
the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.
Amos 5:21-24
I hate, I despise your festivals,
and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings,
I will not accept them;
and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals
I will not look upon.
Take away from me the noise of your songs;
I will not listen to the melody of your harps.
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But let justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an everflowing stream.
Micah 6:6-8
“With what shall I come before the LORD,
and bow myself before God on high?
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings,
with calves a year old?
Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams,
with ten thousands of rivers of oil?
Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression,
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”
He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the LORD require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,

and to walk humbly with your God?
Matthew 5:23-24
So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or
sister has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be
reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift.

Although much could be said about these passages, a few observations can be made in
light of the personal relationship framework. First, Scripture tells us that God is not
pleased with worship that neglects neighbour. In fact, the words delivered by Amos go
further suggesting that God does not even receive worship that is not also
complemented by acts of justice. As noted in Essay I, since the early 1900s
evangelicalism has often valued deepening our personal relationship with God through
acts of piety, over neighbour-love expressed in acts of social justice. However, the
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Scripture texts above at times prioritize neighbour-love and social justice over acts of
personal devotion to God.
Passages such as the parable of the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25) and the story of
Jesus washing the feet of his disciples and then commanding them to wash each other’s
feet (John 13), teach us that one of the ways we express our love to God is by loving our
neighbour. Commenting on John 13, British missiologist Lesslie Newbigin writes, “and
the debt we owe to him [Jesus], is to be discharged by our subjection to our neighbour in
loving service. Our neighbour is the appointed agent authorized to receive what we owe
to the master."57 Newbigin’s words illuminate the well-known story of Martin of Tours.
Martin was a fourth-century soldier who converted to Christianity after encountering a
half-naked beggar in the cold of winter. Martin cut his cloak in half in order to help
clothe the man. That night the beggar appeared to Martin in a dream and revealed his
identity as Christ. Whereas the personal relationship framework centres acts of personal
piety and worship (praise in song and prayer) the witness of Scripture and the lives of
the saints testify that God is not only encountered and loved through private acts of
devotion or corporate worship. God is also met and served in the guise of the enfleshed
stranger (Gen. 18).
Richard Foster sums up the sentiment above in his chapter on the social justice
tradition:
God you see, demands something more revolutionary than festivals and sacrifices and
worship songs. And that ‘something more’ is social righteousness; impartiality in judicial
decisions, equity in business dealings, justice for the poor and the oppressed. Because
social righteousness is a divine mandate, liturgical life can never be divorced from it.58
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Worship and love of God cannot come at the expense or neglect of neighbour-love. If it
does, no matter how catchy the song is or how many warm affections it stirs within, it is
not pleasing to God.

Feeling the Flow?
Many have pointed out that Scripture does not separate love of God and neighbour the
way that opposing Christian movements have in the past (e.g.,
modernism/fundamentalism, neo-orthodoxy/neo-evangelicalism, liberal/conservative).
When Jesus is asked what the greatest commandment is, he responds not with one
commandment but two – love of God and neighbour (Matthew 22:36-40). Sadly, Jesus’
followers tend to pull apart what he refused to separate. Also, Jesus’ litany of woes to the
Pharisees includes the following admonition: “But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe
mint and rue and herbs of all kinds, and neglect justice and the love of God; it is these
you ought to have practiced, without neglecting the others. (Luke 11:42). Again, Jesus
emphasizes both justice and love of God. Perhaps for Jesus, people’s needs are just as
holy as personal acts of devotion.
In my pastoral work, I have noticed that sometimes we emphasize the sequence of these
two great commandments. We sense that if we focus on the first command to love God,
then eventually we will find ourselves naturally compelled to follow the second – to love
our neighbour. We might call this way of honouring Jesus’ two commandments the
overflow model. God fills us with God’s love which then spills out and reaches others
through us.
Several passages support the idea that God’s love inspires and empowers us to love
others.59 However, my pastoral experience leads me to believe that our personal
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relationship with God does not automatically overflow into our relationships with
others. If we wait for an energizing surge of warm feelings of God’s love to naturally
carry us into loving service of others, then I fear that we will rarely reach out to our
neighbours.60 While there certainly have been times that I have experienced the overflow
of God’s love sweeping me up in loving service to others, these moments have been
fleeting. In my marriage, I do not wait for an overwhelming rush of warm feelings of
tenderness and gratitude before lovingly and sacrificially serving my spouse. I express
my love towards my wife in sacrificial ways, whether I feel like it or not, because I vowed
to do so and because the life and teaching of Jesus remind me to. Of course, I pray for
the will and strength to do so, but I do not wait until it feels natural or comes easily.
There are times when my heart swells with warm affection for my wife. I receive these
feelings as a gift, not as a precondition for me to act lovingly towards her. Rather than
understanding Jesus’ two great commandments as a sequence to follow, I see them as
two wings of a bird. Both wings move in unison as I follow Jesus. Over time, through a
mysterious mixture of God’s grace, the Spirit’s empowerment of my will, and sheer
effort, I trust God to refine and guide my desires into increasing alignment with God’s
will. However, as I seek to follow God’s great commands, the frame through which I
understand the Christian life often determines what I think it looks like to love God and
neighbour.

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all
consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to console those who are in any
affliction with the consolation with which we ourselves are consoled by God.”
60
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The Marginalization, Suspicion, and Denigration
of Social Justice
At times the personal relationship framework of the Christian life emphasizes the
individual to such an extent that the social imperatives of the Bible are seen as optional
side-ministries. Social justice is often viewed as an unbiblical distraction from the
central work of God which is sometimes defined as getting individuals to receive Jesus
into their hearts and helping existing Christians to “work on their personal relationship
with God.” It is hard to see how social justice can be considered peripheral or optional in
the Christian life given the some 2000 verses in the Bible about the poor, the oppressed,
and justice. However, the marginalization of social justice is common among many
Christians. Given the polarization noted in Essay I, it is apparent that some of this
prejudice is rooted in the longstanding, contrasting Christian identities that found
expression through the modernist/fundamentalist and neo-orthodoxy/neo-evangelical
movements.
Even the great evangelist Billy Graham wrestled with how racial justice related to the
personal relationship framework of evangelicalism. While Graham did eventually
integrate his crusades, early on his framework of the Christian life led him to see racism
primarily as an individual heart issue. Graham doubted the efficacy of advocacy and
protest to bring about justice through changes in law and policy. Graham also voiced his
disagreement with King’s civil disobedience tactics and at times encouraged King to slow
down.61 After Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech, Graham said,
61

Graham’s words of caution came days after King penned his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” to fellow
clergymen. King wrote, “I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers.
First, I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white
moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling block in his
stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen's Counciler or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white
moderate, who is more devoted to "order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the
absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: "I agree with
you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods of direct action"; who paternalistically
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“Only when Christ comes again will the little white children of Alabama walk hand in
hand with little black children.”62, 63 However, over time Graham’s views shifted. In 1974
Graham joined British theologian John Stott and evangelical leaders from around the
world in drafting the Lausanne Covenant in which the authors repented for denigrating
social justice:
Because men and women are made in the image of God, every person, regardless of race,
religion, colour, culture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic dignity because of which he or
she should be respected and served, not exploited. Here too we express penitence both
for our neglect and for having sometimes regarded evangelism and social concern as
mutually exclusive.64

Later in 1992, while in Moscow, Graham confessed that he had experienced three
conversions: “to Christ as Lord and Savior, to the principle of racial justice, and to ‘work
for world peace for the remainder of his life.’”65 Graham’s evolution exemplifies how the

believes he can set the timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and
who constantly advises the Negro to wait for a "more convenient season." Shallow understanding from
people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.
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personal relationship framework held by many evangelicals can make it difficult for one
to see and embrace the social implications of the gospel.
In their book, Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the Problem of Race in
America, Michael Emerson and Christian Smith identify three tools that white
evangelicals often use to make sense of their experience: freewill individualism,
relationalism, and antistructuralism.66 Freewill individualism is a by-product of
American hyper-individualism which essentially elevates individual agency and personal
accountability while minimizing the role that institutions play in people’s lives. Freewill
individualism asserts that anyone, no matter what their circumstances, can overcome
life’s obstacles through hard work.67 Relationalism sees the transformation of
interpersonal relationships as the solution to problems such as racial injustice.
Therefore, it makes sense that people who adhere to a personal and relational
framework of the Christian life would look to reconciling personal relationships
between white and black people as the key to overcoming racism. Finally,
anti-structuralism is often suspicious of attempts to identify racist policies as even
partially responsible for racial injustice. Some worry that by focusing on structural or
social influences, attention is shifted away from other more significant factors that
contribute to injustice such as the personal action of individuals.68 Structural and
systemic sin are sometimes explained away by pointing to a “few bad apples” –
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insinuating that it’s individuals and not systems, or policies, that are the main
problem.69, 70
Bible verses that describe sin in systemic and communal ways often fail to register with
Christians who read Scripture through the trifocal lens identified by Emerson and
Smith, and interpretive gymnastics are sometimes employed to vault past verses that
speak of sin in more social and collective ways (e.g, Neh. 9:1-3; Isa. 10:1-2; Matt.
11:21-24; Acts 7:51-53; Eph. 6:12; Rev. 2-3).71 This partially explains why some fail to see
how Scripture endorses corporate repentance for complicity in the sins of the past (e.g.,
land theft and slavery). Moberg suggests that individualism is one of the biggest
obstacles when it comes to Christians understanding the social implications of the
gospel:
One of the greatest barriers to active social involvement is the belief that the basic causes
of all social problems reside exclusively in individual persons, usually the victims. This is
a strongly ingrained characteristic of American intellectual history, so it is not surprising
that Christians conform to that perspective of their social-cultural environment. Their
biblical emphasis upon the importance of each individual's personal relationship with
God accentuates an individualistic pattern of thinking about all issues…72

In a Canadian context, the influence of freewill individualism, relationalism, and
antistructuralism might lead some to downplay the sinful aspects of the Indian Act,
minimize the generational effects of the residential school system, fail to understand
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why the gospel would compel Christians to work towards conciliation between
indigenous people and newcomers,73 or even doubt the veracity of reports such as, In
Plain Sight, Addressing Indigenous-specific Racism and Discrimination in B.C.
Healthcare.74 This report conducted in 2020 found, “widespread systemic racism
against Indigenous peoples” within B.C.’s healthcare system which results in “a range of
negative impacts, harm, and even death.”75 When individualism, relationalism, and
antistructuralism find a home inside the personal relationship framework of the
Christian life, it can be difficult for evangelical Christians to see, acknowledge, or even
address the systemic presence of sin. As the following essay will show, this narrow vision
and limited understanding of sin (and salvation) can have deadly consequences.
Many people formed by evangelicalism have not been taught to see social, structural,
and institutional issues in the Bible. One example is how evangelically formed readers
tend to interpret Jesus turning over the tables in Jerusalem. Some read this account and
see Jesus’ action as primarily an expression of anger over having a place of piety and
worship (“house of prayer”) disturbed (Mark 11:18). However, a socio-politically astute
reading of the entire Temple sequence (Mark 11-13) reveals Jesus is also responding to
institutional, religious, and political corruption. Jesus opposes the militarism of Rome
and the violent insurrectionist tendencies of his own people by descending into
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Jerusalem on a donkey when Pilate was riding into town on a war-horse (Mk. 11:1-11).
He curses a fig tree insinuating that the Temple complex is failing to produce the fruits
of justice and hospitality (Mk. 11:12-14). Jesus sees that the Temple complex is rife with
the financial exploitation of the poor (Mk. 11:15-16). When he refers to the Temple as “a
den of robbers” (Mk. 11:17) he quotes Jeremiah 7, a passage where God challenges those
who hide behind their elitist association with the Temple to act justly and not oppress
the alien, the orphan, and the widow (Jer. 11:5-6). Jesus delivers a pointed parable (Mk.
12:1-12) that indicts the Temple establishment who repeatedly accommodate Rome,
protect their own status, reject God, and take advantage of vulnerable widows (Mk.
12:40). Jesus’ judgement of the Temple complex culminates in chapter thirteen where in
response to his disciples’ praise of the Temple’s outward splendour, Jesus predicts its
forthcoming destruction. After Jesus’ calculated, prophetic, and disruptive action at the
Temple, the chief priests, teachers of the law, and elders plot his incarceration and
execution (Mk. 11:18, 12:12).
Historically, evangelicals have emphasized penal substitutionary atonement theory as
an essential way to understand Jesus’ death.76 Articulations of this understanding of
Jesus’ death (which is one of several understandings) tend to focus on how Jesus’ death
benefits the individual.77 In this view, Jesus dies for me, in my place. He receives the
guilt and punishment (wrath of God) that I deserved, so I can be reconciled to God.
Again, it becomes problematic when one model of atonement or framework of the entire
Christian life, which represents a partial understanding, is centred and made superior to
76

Steven D. Morrison describes, penal substitution writing, “Jesus Christ dies to satisfy God’s wrath
against human sin. Jesus is punished (penal) in the place of sinners (substitution) in order to satisfy the
justice of God and the legal demand of God to punish sin. In the light of Jesus’ death, God can now
forgive the sinner because Jesus Christ has been punished in the place of the sinner, in this way meeting
the retributive requirements of God’s justice.” Steven D. Morrison, 7 Theories of the Atonement
Summarized. Accessed May 15, 2021.
https://www.sdmorrison.org/7-theories-of-the-atonement-summarized/

77

Throughout history, theologians have developed several theories to explain the meaning of Jesus’ death.
Each theory makes sense of some of the biblical data. Various theories include the Moral Influence
Theory, the Ransom Theory, Christus Victor, the Satisfaction Theory, the Penal Substitution Theory,
and the Scapegoat Theory.

64
others. While penal substitution may be the model many evangelicals view as the
primary way to understand the cross (contemporary praise songs are full of “Jesus died
for me,” “Jesus paid it all,” and “the wrath of God was satisfied” language), it was not the
main way the early church viewed Jesus’ death. The Christus Victor model was the
preeminent theory until the 12th century. In this model, the powers of sin, death, and
the devil, collude with fallen earthly powers (often social, political, and religious
structures) to destroy Jesus. However, through his death and resurrection, Jesus
humiliates and triumphs over the powers while proving his Lordship over the entire
cosmos (Col. 2:15).
This short look at Jesus’ action in the Temple and his death, illustrates how different
Christian traditions throughout time approach and understand Scripture and its
relevance for today. Traditions that understand the Christian life through the personal
relationship framework tend to view the Bible and the world through an individualistic
lens. This perspective illumines some things and obscures others. Unfortunately, it can
conceal the reality of structural powers and social sin that dehumanize, oppress, and
destroy people while undermining the Bible’s strong call to the transformative and
liberating work of social justice. Additionally, emphasizing private devotion as a means
of attending to a Jesus who primarily resides in one’s heart can lead to an overly
interiorized view of the Christian life that diverts our attention away from some of the
Bible’s clear but demanding teaching on issues related to wealth, oppression, and
justice.

Summary
The personal relationship framework of the Christian life that has often been espoused
by the evangelical tradition has its strengths and limitations. Its emphasis on conversion
and renewal can foster an unhealthy expectation that one’s relationship with God will be
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experienced as a perpetual honeymoon. By favouring individualistic understandings of
sin, salvation, and worship, it can also minimize the importance of the body of Christ,
perpetuate a narrow view of discipleship, and marginalize the social implications of the
gospel.
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Questions
1. Is there anything from the reading that you found compelling or insightful? What
resonated or contrasted with your experience? Are there questions that emerged
for you?

2. The frameworks and traditions that shape us influence how we read and interpret
Scripture. Many biblical scholars point out that the Greek word dikaiosune which
is often translated in the Bible as “righteousness,” can also be translated as
“justice.”78 Often, those influenced by North American evangelicalism associate
the word righteousness with personal integrity and morality, whereas justice is
seen as more social. However, the word dikaiosune encompasses both personal
righteousness and social justice. Individualism and the personal relationship
framework can narrow our understanding of this rich and robust biblical value.
As you read the following translations of Matthew 5:7 and 6:33, notice the
different images and meanings that are evoked when dikaiosune is translated as
justice instead of righteousness. Italics have been added for emphasis.
Matthew 5:7
○ Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be
filled.
○ Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice, for they will be filled.
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Matthew 6:33
○ But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these
things will be given to you as well.
○ But strive first for the kingdom of God and his justice, and all these things
will be given to you as well.

3. This essay suggested that the personal relationship framework can narrow our
understanding of discipleship and worship while sidelining the role of justice in
the Christian life. Have you seen this narrowing and sidelining in your own
spiritual journey?

68

IV.
The Harm
A true Christian carries the Bible in one arm and a machine gun in the other.
José Efraín Ríos Montt
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Like each Christian tradition, evangelicalism views, understands and interprets the
Christian life through a particular frame. These essays refer to the evangelical frame as
the personal relationship framework of the Christian life. This frame centres certain
beliefs and practices and marginalizes others. When the personal relationship frame is
treated as the best or the only legitimate way to view the Christian life, it not only offers a
limited and rigid picture of what it means to follow Jesus, but it can foster arrogance and
cause great harm.

Individualism
One of Christianity’s greatest gifts to the world has been the assertion that every human
life has value. Created by God and in the image of God, human life is sacred, and every
individual life is valuable. It is hard to overestimate the positive influence of this insight.
However, the good blessing of the individual becomes warped when a person turns in on
themselves (incurvatus in se).79 The blessed individual becomes cursed when their gaze
bends increasingly inward and their narcissistic glance fails to register the outward
presence of God and neighbour. When the external presence of God and neighbour are
ignored, Christianity is corrupted and the sacred tradition of valuing the individual twists
into individualism. Unfortunately, a spirit of individualism has crept into North
American evangelicalism and the consequences have at times been tragic.
Alexis de Tocqueville was a nineteenth-century French political scientist who visited the
United States and then published his reflections on life in America. Tocqueville studied
the habits of the heart that he observed among Americans as they engaged in family,
religious, and political life. He identified individualism as a powerful force in America
and described it as "a calm and considered feeling which disposes each citizen to isolate
himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into the circle of family and friends;
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with this little society formed to his taste, he gladly leaves the greater society to look after
itself."80 Almost 200 years ago, Tocqueville warned of the dangers of each person opting
to stay “shut up in the solitude of his own heart.”81 Unfortunately, the personal
relationship framework of the Christian life is particularly prone to being corrupted by
individualism and the effects have been devastating.

A Dangerously Distorted View of Discipleship
Rev. Dr. Antoine Rutayisire is a Rwandan Christian leader who served as a
Commissioner on the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission in Rwanda. In a
speech at the 2010 Lausanne conference on world evangelization, Rutayisire made the
unsettling observation that the countries with the fastest-growing churches in the world,
those in South America, Africa, and Southeast Asia, are also the countries that are
experiencing the most war and ethnic conflict. After describing how the southern
hemisphere has the fastest growing churches and the worst atrocities, Rutayisire asked
the sobering question, “What has gone wrong with our evangelization and discipleship?”
82

In response, Rutayisire shared about what his own country, Rwanda, has been through.

In 1991 the population of Rwanda was 89% Christian and was held up as a global
example of the successful Christianization of a nation. However, in 1994 a genocide
erupted and one million people were murdered in one hundred days. The ethnic minority
Tutsis were often killed inside church buildings with the participation of clergy members.
Tragically, the country that had experienced a great revival became the birthplace of one
of the worst genocides of the twentieth century.
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Rutayisire identified several issues with Rwandan Christianity that led to its failure to
prevent the tragic genocide. First, Rutayisire suggests that a partial and selective gospel
had been preached in Rwanda. When missionaries arrived, the country was marked by
class and ethnic conflict. Instead of addressing negative social stereotypes, prejudice
against the poor, power imbalances, and other social injustices, the missionaries “built on
them, favouring Tutsis” over Hutus and Twas.83 The Christianity that was taught ignored
problematic power dynamics and failed to address social injustices. Tragically, the
missionaries perpetuated and even exacerbated the systemic injustices that they could
not, or were unwilling, to see. This example confronts North American Christians with a
sobering question, “what structural injustices are we complicit in because we are
unwilling and unable to see them?”
Additionally, Rutayisire blames the failure of the Church in Rwanda on a narrow and
intellectual presentation of Christianity that was disconnected from day-to-day life. Prior
to missionization, Rwandan spirituality was holistic. Personal, familial, and national life
were interrelated. Christianity was largely presented in an intellectual way that seemed
irrelevant to problems people encountered on a daily basis. The Christianity that
Rwandans were taught by missionaries seemed incapable of addressing their most
pressing issues.
As a way forward, Rutayisire advocates for articulating a more holistic understanding of
Christianity that emphasizes the ministry of reconciliation. He also calls for embracing a
more robust understanding of sin which includes a willingness to address spiritual,
psychological, social, and ecological problems.
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A Non-political Jesus
In a letter to the Jesus followers in Corinth, the apostle Paul writes that Christ crucified is
a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to Gentiles (1 Cor. 1:23). The execution of
Jesus as a criminal by the Roman state was problematic for some in the early church.
How could God’s anointed one be killed by the political authorities? The Messiah was
expected to liberate God’s people (Isa. 9:6, 42; Psalm 2; Luke 24:21) from oppressive
occupying forces and “restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1:6). How could Jesus be
imprisoned, beaten, scourged, and crucified under the Roman governor Pontius Pilate?
Some early Christians sought to ease the embarrassment of the cross by claiming that
despite appearances Jesus did not actually die. The docetic heresy suggested that Jesus
was a spirit and only seemed to have a physical body. Therefore, the docetists claimed
that Jesus’ crucifixion was only an illusion. This line of thought was influenced by the
dualism of Hellenistic philosophy which divided reality into the visible and invisible
world. The visible world was the realm of physical matter and the domain of the human
body. It was subject to change, imperfection, and decay. The invisible world, on the other
hand, was the realm of the spirit which was timeless, changeless, perfect, and
incorruptible. Docetism viewed Jesus through a dualistic lens. He was either fully
divine or fully human. In order to hold onto Jesus’ divinity, and to avoid the
embarrassment of a crucified God, docetists declared Jesus’ humanity was merely
an illusion.
Although docetism was denounced by the early church (2 John 7) and formally rejected
at the Councils of Nicaea (325 AD) and Chalcedon (451 AD), the tendency to relegate
Jesus and the implications of his life to an immaterial spiritual realm remain a
temptation for the church today. Scholar Obery Hendricks Jr. describes the lingering
effects of docetic dualism writing:
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…apparently few in Christendom have felt the need to explicitly deny the flesh-and-blood
materiality of Jesus. Yet today Christianity is faced with a development that in its
distorted presentation of Jesus’ life and ministry rivals the grandest denials of the docetic
heresy of old. It is a notion that, sadly, is unwittingly embraced by millions of Christians.
In various ways it is articulated every Sunday, and to varying degrees it holds sway over
every Christian denomination. Is not the heresy of denying the flesh-and-blood existence
of Jesus in this world. It is the heresy of refusing to acknowledge the importance of the
political circumstances of Jesus’ earthly life and their influence on his person and his
ministry…The political docetism of the church takes several forms. The most widely held
form asserts that Jesus was a spiritual leader with absolutely no interest in social and
political issues, that his concern was not to challenge the harsh institutional immorality of
the social order in which he was born, but only to change the morality of individuals.84

It is hard to see how Jesus, who was crucified by the Roman state85 with a sign reading,
“Jesus of Nazareth, king of the Jews” above his head, could be viewed as a nonpolitical
figure.86 Furthermore, at the beginning of his public ministry, Jesus assumes the
messianic role of proclaiming good news to the poor, release to the captives, and recovery
of sight for the blind. He is God’s anointed, empowered to bring liberation to those who
are oppressed and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour (Luke 4:18-19). Jesus’
ministry clearly has physical, economic, social, and political implications.
Within the personal relationship framework of the Christian life, outward expressions of
faith are often limited to proclamation-based evangelism, interpersonal acts of kindness,
and charity. However, the kingdom of God that Jesus preached about concerns the
renewal and transfiguration of all things – including cultures, societal structures, and
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civic life.87 When we allow individualism, a narrow view of discipleship, and docetic
dualism to mute the socio-political implications of Jesus’ life we abdicate our Christian
responsibility to denounce oppressive principalities and powers88 and to bear witness,
through word and deed, to a more just and peaceable vision of life together. Esau
McCaulley describes the political implications of Jesus’ call to pursue justice and peace:
The call to be peacemakers is the call for the church to enter the messy world of politics
and point toward a better way of being human. This peacemaking could be corporate…or
it could be personal. When it is corporate, we are testifying to the universal reign of Jesus.
When it is interpersonal, we are bearing witness to the work that God has done in our
hearts. These things need not be put into competition…. Jesus does not say make peace
between Christians, but make peace. Why? Because peacemaking can be evangelistic.
Through our efforts to bring peace we show the world the kind of king and kingdom we
represent. The outcome of our peacemaking is to introduce people to the kingdom.
Therefore the work of justice, when understood as direct testimony to God's kingdom, is
evangelistic from start to finish. It is part (not the whole) of God's work of reconciling all
things to himself.89

It has always been political to declare that Jesus is Lord. Followers of the resurrected and
ascended one who reigns at the right hand of God the Father above every name and
power,90 are called to bear witness to alternative ways of ordering society that are more in
alignment with the kingdom of God. As the stories in this essay demonstrate, the
consequences of ignoring the political aspects of the Christian life have at times been
tragic.
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Due to the complexity of social issues and the variety of positions that people may take
regarding particular policies, it is common for some Christians to embrace an apolitical
faith that largely focuses on matters of the heart. Others are quick to always advocate for
a centrist, moderate, or middle ground political position, always seeking to critique both
sides of the political spectrum from a place of aloof neutrality. However, many people
have pointed out that neutrality or an intentional lack of political engagement often
supports the status quo or whoever happens to rise to power.91 Holocaust survivor Elie
Wiesel acknowledged this reality in his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech: “We must
take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the
tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere.”92 It is often easier to
ignore politics when one generally benefits from the status quo. However, individuals
and people groups who are falling through the cracks of society or who are being actively
pressed down by existing political structures often do not have the luxury of embracing
an apolitical faith. Prophetic political engagement that is faithful to the Lordship of Jesus
Christ requires careful spiritual discernment, astute political analysis, and brave
allegiance to the kingdom of God.

The Bible in One Hand and a Machine Gun in the Other
“It's great to have a Christian president as a model. The hand of God appears to be on
him."93 Those are the words evangelist Luis Palau used in 1983 to praise Ríos Montt’s rise
to power in Guatemala. In the mid-1970s Montt converted from Catholicism to a form of
evangelical Christianity after an encounter with Pentecostal missionaries. Montt
preached the gospel for years and then became the de facto ruler of Guatemala after a
91
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military coup. During his nine-month dictatorship, Montt appeared on TV to deliver
Sunday sermons on morality and gained the support of prominent American evangelicals
such as Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell. While some praised him as a model evangelical
leader, others suspected he was involved in mass killings and scorched earth campaigns
that were carried out during his time in power. His critics referred to him as the “born
again butcher,” a term that seems fitting for someone who is claimed to have said, “a true
Christian carries the Bible in one arm and a machine gun in the other.”94
On May 10, 2013, Montt was found guilty of killing 1,771 members of the Mayan Ixil
indigenous group. Montt’s conviction “marked the first time that a former head of state
had been convicted of genocide within his or her own country.”95 According to the U.N.
truth commission report published in 1999, armed forces under his command destroyed
hundreds of villages and killed thousands of innocent civilians. Montt apparently
justified mass killings by identifying anyone in the area of guerrilla activity as “suspected
leftists.”96
While I am unable to speculate on the theology that Montt embraced, I find it deeply
problematic that American evangelical leaders would offer such gratuitous support of a
controversial political leader. Preaching sermons on personal morality to a nation on
Sunday while sanctioning mass murder during the week is a gross example of how
dangerous a narrow understanding of the Christian life can be.
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While this example may seem extreme, the image of a Christian wielding a machine gun
in one hand and a Bible in the other has become an icon of militant Christian
nationalism. During the insurrection that took place at the U.S. Capitol on January 6,
2021, one rioter appeared to carry a flag depicting a machine gun wielding Donald Trump
in one hand and a flag that said, “Make America Godly Again” in the other.97

A Reckoning
Ed Stetzer is the Executive Director of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College. In
the wake of the deadly riot at the U.S. Capitol, Stetzer published an article entitled
“Evangelicals Face a Reckoning: Donald Trump and the future of our faith.” Speaking on
behalf of fellow evangelicals he wrote,
…all of us have failed to foster healthy political discipleship. The foundation of our
reckoning was laid far before Trump. Committed to reaching the world, the evangelical
movement has emphasized the evangelistic and pietistic elements of the mission.
However, it has failed to connect this mission to justice and politics. The result of this
discipleship failure has led us to a place where not only our people but also many of our
leaders were easily fooled and co-opted by a movement that ended with the storming of
the U.S. Capitol.98

Stetzer rightly points out the danger in overemphasizing personal piety and evangelism
while downplaying the political and social implications of the gospel.
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Save the Soul, Enslave the Body
Rev. Dr. Otis Moss III is the senior pastor of Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago.
In 2018 Moss delivered the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Lecture at Princeton Theological
Seminary. In his talk, Moss exposed the danger of a Christianity warped by
individualism. He claimed that the deep personal piety of the 1700s led to an
overemphasis on individual salvation that “served the market and supported the
Empire.”99 Parroting the problematic ethos of the time, Moss continued, “I want to save
you individually and save your soul. I have no concern for your body or your mind, so you
can stay enslaved. You can stay in your condition because I’m concerned about you
individually and concerned about only your soul and not your body, your mind, or your
condition.”100 He went on to prophetically call out the hazards of a hyper-individualistic
Christianity saying:
The word righteousness becomes about personal righteousness and not justice. It
becomes about individual private function, not a function of just relationship or
community. Privatization of faith dares not critique the status quo and views Jesus only as
a personal Savior, no longer a messiah, a liberator, a non-violent spiritual revolutionary.
Jesus is sanitized and never enters the public sector. So you can holler on Sunday and
cause hell all you want on Monday because there is no congruency with one’s faith and
what happens in the world.101

This form of spiritualized disregard for the body and concern for the soul is captured in
the phrase “kill the Indian, save the man” which summed up the white supremacist
sentiment held by many Canadian and American missionaries and government leaders
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since colonial contact.102 This saying reveals the death-dealing logic used to justify the
cultural genocide inflicted upon Indigenous people on Turtle Island and demonstrates
how an overly interiorized Christianity can lead to a dangerous denigration of the
corporal (bodily) or corporate (social, political) aspects of life.
Moss reveals how an overemphasis on the personal and private aspects of salvation has
been used to uphold the evils of slavery and to shirk Christian responsibility to engage in
social justice. Although many eighteenth and nineteenth century evangelicals followed
the lead of people like Charles Finney and William Wilberforce in advocating for
abolition, an overemphasis on personal piety and a hyper-individualistic view of
Christianity prevented many later evangelicals from seeing how the gospel challenged the
institution of slavery.103 These same distortions of Christianity and interpretive biases
prohibit many evangelicals today from seeing and responding to the social implications
of the gospel. It is difficult to underestimate the extent to which these biases distort
people’s understanding of discipleship, biblical interpretation, theology, and public
witness.

Anti-Judaism & Anti-Jewish Sentiment
With roots in renewal movements like the Great Awakenings, evangelicalism often
utilizes revival language and conversion constructs that emphasize the necessity of
making a decision for Christ. Evangelical presentations draw upon biblical imagery to set
up contrasts designed to lead people to choose a better way. The old is contrasted with
the new. Death must be left for life. Impersonal religious formalism can be abandoned for
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a vibrant relationship with Jesus. The “relationship vs. religion” dichotomy is still
common among many Christians.
Jewish-Christian dialogue born out of the tragedy of the holocaust has revealed the
extent to which anti-Jewish sentiment has been fomented by Christian thought and
biblical interpretation throughout history.104 Anti-Jewish tropes can be subtly fostered by
depicting Judaism as a religion of law, regulation, and rigidity in contrast to Christianity
which is said to be characterized by freedom, relationship, and grace. The
impersonal/personal foil commonly used for Christian conversion/renewal purposes can
reinforce inaccurate and dangerous caricatures of Judaism and of Jewish people.
However, God’s graciousness is a biblical thruline running from Genesis to Revelation
and Jesus himself says he has not come to abolish the law (Matt. 5:17). When the concept
of “a personal relationship with God” is commended to people over and against
frameworks and traditions that are depicted as inferior, it can foster harmful forms of
othering and prejudice. 105

Summary
Some argue that the best way to solve the world’s social problems is to convert as many
individuals to Christianity as possible. It is often assumed that justice will work itself out
once enough people welcome Jesus into their hearts. However, history has not exactly
validated this assumption. Hyper-individualism, a limited understanding of discipleship,
and a narrow frame of the Christian life that emphasizes one’s personal relationship with
God to the exclusion of prophetic political engagement can shield us from the reality of
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structural sin. A Christian life that lacks an accurate social and political understanding of
the world and the kingdom of God, will unknowingly be malformed by death-dealing
powers and may even be complicit in various forms of social and systemic sin.
Furthermore, the personal relationship framework of the Christian life can serve as a
strategy to dodge God’s call to love our neighbours by pursuing social justice. In its most
narrow and rigid expression, the personal relationship framework can lead to a
compartmentalized Christian life where personal piety, political apathy, and complicity
in structural sin unknowingly coexist.
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Questions
1. Is there anything from the reading that you found compelling or insightful? What
resonated or contrasted with your experience? Are there questions that emerged
for you?

2. The English word political comes from the Greek word polis meaning “city-state.”
Being political doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with being partisan. In a
way, political life refers to how groups of people organize themselves to work
towards the common good. How have the various Christian communities you have
been a part of shaped your understanding of the political nature of the gospel?
Have you been taught that the gospel has any political implications? If so, what
might they be?

3. In what ways might personal piety, political apathy, and complicity in structural
sin unknowingly coexist in North American churches that have been influenced by
a narrow and rigid framework of the Christian life?
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V.
Reframe
If we really took the idea of relationship seriously, we would recognize that faith
understood as relationship needs to be both personal and social.
Derek Flood

John August Swanson, Peaceful Kingdom, 1969
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Every Christian tradition106 views and understands the Christian life through a
particular frame which has its helpful emphases and its limitations, and when any one
frame of the Christian life is purported to be the best or the only legitimate frame, it can
foster arrogance and cause harm. These essays have attempted to take an honest look at
the history, helpfulness, limitations, and harm of a particular Christian framework that
has had a significant influence on churches. This final essay offers an invitation to
expand our framework of the Christian life, not as a capitulation to culture or to a
theological fad, but as a response to the additive and life-giving work of the Spirit in the
world.

Finding our Place at the Table
Homophily is a sociological term that refers to the tendency of people to be attracted to
that which is similar to themselves. This law of attraction (like attracts like) is one of the
strongest forces shaping our social lives. Like many groups of humans, Christians can
gravitate towards, and sort themselves into, homogenous groups. According to
sociologist Christian Smith, “empirical research shows that evangelicals tend to live in
more religiously homogenous worlds than most (though not all) religious Americans.”107
Homophily combined with a historically defensive stance towards theological, scientific,
and cultural differences, can contribute to the creation of evangelical subcultures. These
religious worlds are often implicitly and explicitly guarded against potentially
contaminating influences in an effort to maintain a perceived environment of theological
and moral purity. Although evangelicals may be particularly prone to this form of
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self-sorting behaviour, many Christian subgroups, conservative and progressive alike,
can form rigid communities of uniformity.
Christian communities often turn to a small group of religious authorities to help define
their theological and moral worlds. Authors, pastors, and perspectives that fall outside a
particular Christian subculture are viewed with suspicion and are perceived to be threats
to the in-group’s identity and doctrinal positions. Members of the in-group can be quick
to label different voices from outside their tradition as conservative, progressive, or
secular which are often used as pejorative terms. Defensiveness, suspicion and rigid
boundaries help define who is one of us and who is one of them. Defining who a group is
and who it isn’t, is one of the quickest ways for a group to form a unifying identity and
sense of cohesion. For example, for some evangelicals, social justice is something that
liberal mainline churches emphasize while they marginalize the personal emphases of
the Christian life. Alternatively, for many liberal Christians, conservatives are those who
obsess over personal piety and morality while neglecting the social implications of the
gospel. Each group often reads Scripture through the interpretive lens of their group
identity, and easily finds verses that confirm their pre-existing biases.
Every Christian tradition gravitates towards certain books of the bible, verses, doctrines,
and spiritual practices. Each views the Christian life through a specific frame that
centres certain beliefs and practices while marginalizing and sometimes denigrating
others. Therefore, it has not been the intent of these essays to advocate for simply
swapping one spiritual tradition for another. The solution to evangelicalism’s limitations
and habits of harm isn’t found in an undiscriminating embrace of progressive
Christianity. Nor are the limitations of the personal relationship framework solved by
replacing it with a social justice framework. Every tradition has its imperfections and
shadow-side.
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People rooted in various Christian traditions are like guests seated around the periphery
of God’s circular banqueting table. It becomes problematic when any one tradition seats
themselves by crawling up onto the table and sitting down in the middle. Having centred
themselves, (sometimes unknowingly) they often look down on the others assuming
their own vantage point is normative and central to the entire Christian tradition. For
example, if the evangelical tradition centres itself at the table, then of course the social
justice tradition will look peripheral, however, personal piety and social reform are not
mutually exclusive. As Richard Foster writes, “the Social Justice Tradition and the
Evangelical Tradition – are at their best when they function together.”108 When each
tradition takes its place around the edge of the table, the church allows Christ to occupy
his rightful place at the centre109 and each guest represents a unique and imperfect
tradition that emphasizes particular ways of following Jesus and living in alignment with
the dynamic, multifaceted, and robust reign of God.

The Fear of Reframing
If nurturing a personal relationship with God and inviting others to do the same is not
the sum total of the Christian life, then what else is there? If evangelism and personal
piety are not our primary identity markers as the people of God, then what will define
us? How will we be any different from non-Christians?110 Won’t the good news of Jesus
become minimized, sidelined, or marginalized? These are common questions that
sometimes surface when people are invited to expand their frame to include other
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emphases. Behind many of these questions lies fear – fear of losing one’s identity and
fear of one’s understanding of the gospel being watered down.
For some, any critique related to the limitations or unintentional consequences of the
personal relationship framework of the Christian life can seem like an attack on the
heart of Christianity itself.111 This may be the particular experience of people whose
spiritual identity is in large part derived from their connection to the evangelical
movement. Those whose personal identity is closely aligned to evangelicalism may even
experience the naming of harm perpetuated by certain expressions of evangelicalism as
a personal attack.
It is helpful to point out that people’s identities are often made up of a constellation of
different identifications – religious (which includes denominational affiliation and
connections to various spiritual movements), racial, ethnic, national, regional, gender,
class, age, ability, etc. A critique of one aspect of a single part of our multifaceted
identity does not constitute a critique of one’s entire identity or worth as a human
being.112 When our worth as a person is derived from God and we are able to embrace
our status as an imperfect and beloved child of God, we are then able to take a brave
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look at the various components of our identity while allowing the Spirit of God in the
context of community to affirm, critique, and reform them.113
For others, the expansion of the personal relationship framework of the Christian life to
include other emphases runs the risk of diluting or contaminating a more pure
understanding of the Christian life. However, the witness of the Spirit of God at work in
the world helps us imagine an expansion that can occur without loss or diminishment.
The book of Acts testifies to a movement of the Spirit that expands the frame of the
people of God to include both Jewish and Gentile people in communion with Christ. If
the Spirit can inspire expansion that leads to generative addition instead of dilutive
diminishment, then perhaps we need not fear expanding our framework of the Christian
life. Richard Foster writes, “The astonishing new reality in this mighty flow of the Spirit
is how sovereignly God is bringing together streams of life that have been isolated from
one another for a very long time…today our sovereign God is drawing many streams
together that heretofore have been separated from one another.”114 Let us not fear
expanding our traditional frameworks of the Christian life. If Foster is right, then in
refusing to expand our rigid frames we may be keeping ourselves from being caught up
in a divine current that leads to a confluence of life-giving streams – streams flowing
from Christ – drawing people into the expansive work of the Spirit in the world.

Expanding our Frame
In addition to nurturing a relationship with God through personal piety (prayer, Bible
reading, and praise-singing) and inviting others to follow Jesus (evangelism), we might
expand our understanding of the Christian life to include a more robust notion of
113
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discipleship. We might also enlarge our frame by following the early church in focusing
on the Sermon on the Mount to learn the creative art of peacemaking, loving our
enemies, cultivating humility and a non-judgemental spirit, and putting the teachings of
Christ into practice (Matt. 7:24). We might study the Gospel of Luke giving fresh
attention to Jesus’ challenging teaching on wealth and hospitality. Let us also look to
other historic Christian renewal movements (e.g., contemplative, holiness, charismatic,
social justice, and incarnational) to fill out our understanding and experience of the
Christian life. In light of the environmental crisis, we must return to the creation
mandate, taking seriously our responsibility to preserve and cultivate God’s good earth.
Micah 6:8 also clearly states what God requires from God’s people – to do justice, love
kindness, and walk humbly with God. We might also expand how we approach
honouring the commandment to love our neighbour by learning how to assertively
unmask systemic sin and transform fallen structures that oppress people (John 15:17).
Let us allow Jesus’ understanding of the good news to expand our understanding of the
Gospel. Jesus proclaimed, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near;
repent, and believe in the good news.” (Mark 1:15). He then embodied the good news
showing us what it means to live in alignment with the reign of God by forgiving sin,
healing people physically, restoring people’s social relationships, advocating for justice
in the Temple, confronting religious corruption, delivering people from oppressive evils,
defending people’s dignity, teaching about the Kingdom of God, and sacrificially laying
down his life for others. Perhaps we might also turn to James, Jesus’ brother, who says,
“Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans
and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.” (Jas. 1:27).
These are not competing claims upon the Christian life. They are all part of what it looks
like to worship and follow Jesus as we discern by the Spirit how to participate in God’s
ongoing work in the world – setting all things right, loving all people, and making all
things new in the way and name of Jesus.
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More than Personal
The median age of white evangelical protestants today is 55 and statistics show that
young people in North America are leaving evangelical Protestant Christianity at an
alarming rate. Millennials, people born between 1981-1996, are the “least religiously
affiliated group ever polled,” and it is beginning to look like the generation after them,
Generation Z, may be even less religiously inclined.115 In my pastoral work, I see a
growing theological and ideological gap between those who were exposed to
evangelicalism between 1940-65 and those who were introduced to the tradition later.
My children are growing up in a milieu where a constellation of crises such as the
climate emergency, heightened awareness of racial injustice, the increasing wealth gap,
and housing inequity clamour for a response. Many teens and young adults are asking
how a personal relationship with God can address the most pressing issues of their time.
Unfortunately, many young adults who have grown up in evangelical churches think
they have to choose between the hyper-individualistic faith of their childhood or bold
engagement with the social and environmental issues that affect their lives. Tragically,
the framework of the Christian life many have been taught presents these as mutually
exclusive options. Furthermore, when evangelical authority figures, celebrity pastors,
and apologetic heroes continue to abuse power, devastate lives, and spew hateful words
(e.g., Bill Hybels, Marc Driscoll, Ted Haggard, Carl Lentz, Ravi Zacharias, Josh
McDowell, etc.) and American evangelicalism continues to be associated with partisan
politics, the choice for many young people is simple.
It is time to critically reflect on the evangelical movement. Let us listen deeply to those
who testify to the harmful consequences of our tradition. Let us lament and repent for
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wrongdoing, and seek to heal the harm done in Jesus’ name. Let us hold on to what still
yields life and to what others would do well to learn from.
As noted in Essay II, it is right to emphasize and to advocate for the centrality of
relationship when communicating what it means to be human and Christian. The
relational aspect of the framework explored in these essays is helpful and essential.
Perhaps the problem is that we haven’t drawn the implications of a relational faith far
enough. Author Derek Flood calls us to take the relational aspect of Christianity more
seriously:
If we really took the idea of relationship seriously, we would recognize that faith
understood as relationship needs to be both personal and social. A relational faith, by its
very definition, is inherently social. As the epistle of John so powerfully says, “if we say
we love God, but do not love our brother, then we are deceiving ourselves.” We simply
cannot say we love God if we do not love those around us.116

Our relationship with God must be personal, but it cannot just be personal.
Yes, Christianity is about having a reciprocal and life-giving relationship with God, but it
is also more than that. The Christian life is also about having a healthy relationship with
oneself. It’s also about having mutual, respectful, and loving relationships with others
and an honouring and service-oriented relationship with other-than-human elements of
creation. We exist in an interconnected relational web that is held together and
sustained by Christ. Each relational strand affects the others. When all our relations
exist in harmony, the planet experiences the peace of God. Christ invites us to follow
him in learning how to relate to God, ourselves, others, and all of creation in the way
God intended. As we do this, we all flourish, and we live in alignment with God’s dream
for the world – shalom. Let us not settle for a personal relationship with God. Let us live
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into the shalomic relational fullness that God intends, Jesus teaches, and the Spirit
empowers. May it be so!
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Questions
1. Is there anything from the reading that you found compelling or insightful? What
resonated or contrasted with your experience? Are there questions that emerged
for you?

2. In the wake of the riot at the U.S. Capitol in 2021, Ed Stetzer declared that the
North American evangelical movement has traditionally emphasized evangelism
and piety while neglecting justice and politics.117 Stetzer views this as a tragic
mistake and calls for an evangelical reckoning. Do you agree that North American
evangelicalism needs to face its shortcomings?

3. What do you feel as this study comes to a close – excited, disillusioned, sad,
scared, or joyful? Do you sense an invitation arising? Is there something you feel
compelled to learn more about or to try?
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