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BOUT 86 YEARS AGO the

mainline  churches did

something.  Maybe we

washed our lucky game un-
derwear. Maybe we traded Babe
Ruth. Lots of people have lots of
ideas. But we have not been wi nning
any evangelism series for a looong
stretch of time.” So begins Martha
Grace Reese’s whimsical yet ulti-
mately serious effort to get us main-
liners to act like the Boston Red Sox
and finally break our curse.

In an ecclesiastical world in which
it is assumed that mainliners do not
evangelize well and never will, Reese
brought to her project the eschato-
logical hope of a pre-2004 Red Sox
fan. One thousand interviews and 50
visits to growing churches later, she is
now a post-2004 fan—one who
hopes, but who also has recent posi-
tive data.

Reese’s tone is what sets her book
apart from others. It comes out of a
significant Lilly Endowment—funded
four-year study of evangelism in
seven mainline denominations, but
rather than tracking down trends and
statistics, Reese searched out individ-
ual examples of excellence to see
what was going right. She inter-
viewed pastors, which is to be expect-
ed, but she also paid close attention
to laypeople, whose ideas run
throughout the book, expressed in
their own words. This approach fits
with Reese’s thesis: that it is the
laypeople who welcome one another
into churches and, therefore, that
they are the ones who need to speak
to one another about evangelism.
The church does not need another
“How I grew my shiny massive
church with Jesus™ help” vanity proj-
ect. It is refreshing to read a book
about church growth that does not
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Go and tell

focus on one charismatic pastor or
one particular method.

Reese understands and embraces
the peculiarity of mainline life and al-
lows room for many ideas about evan-
gelism to come through. She resists
the temptation to present a program
and instead allows

how much God wants us to share his
message.”

Both of these people are part of the
mainline story. Within our congrega-
tions, some pe()ple evangeli'ze in
order to offer salvation in Jesus
Christ, while others want to spread

the good news of a

growing churches to
tell their own stories.
Sometimes the theo-
logical language is so
varied one wonders
how these people
hang together.

Most mainliners
will recognize the
person who says, “In
the last two years
since I began attend-
ing [my church] I re-
alize I probably have
known intelligent,
liberal  Christians,
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terrific junior high
youth group. We do
not all bring the
same theological as-
sumptions to the
task, and Reese tells
us that we need to
stop using that as an
excuse to do noth-
ing. We should
evangelize anyway,
and whatever we do
believe, we should
be prepared to
share it with others.

The chapter that

Martha Grace Reese

the

but I didn’t know
they were Christians.
This congregation is
amazing. . . . Differ-
ent beliefs are repre-
sented in this church,
but they have ability
to discuss issues openly. I find no dog-
matic, simplistic, theological stric-
tures. I am beginning to develop an in-
terest in the spiritual disciplines,
which is completely new for me.”

But we also know the church
member who says, “I was an alco-
holic and a drug addict. T went to
order a pizza one night and misdialed
the number. The person on the other
end was a pastor from [the church I
ended up joining]. I received Christ
the next day. Since then I have
known the joy and love of Christ.
Later I went on a short missionary
trip to Cuba that made me realize
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Unbinding the Gospel: Real
Life Evangelism.

By Martha Grace Reese.
Chalice, 150 pp.. $19.99
paperback.

may ruffle experi-
enced church lead-
ers’ feathers the
most is the one titled
“What New Mem-
bers Want—Trans-
formed Lives.” In it
Reese challenges many of the prac-
tices that comfortable churches en-
gage in—practices that work for a
club but not for a growing community
of discipleship. Apparently new mem-
bers are looking for a real relationship
with God, and they expect longtime
members to have one too. Who knew?
Yet the following chapter, “How’s
Your Church Doing?” is full of practi-
cal exercises and helpful questions
that any church can use. Each chapter
T
Reviewed by Lillian Daniel, author of
Tell Tt Like It Is: Reclaiming the Prac-
tice of Testimony.



has discussion questions at the end,
making it ready for use by clergy
groups, ministry teams and church
boards.

One common thread in these
mainline evangelism stories is that
church members and pastors have
learned to testify to their faith. Even
if their faith is in a universal salva-
tion, they have learned to tell the
story of how they have experienced
God’s grace in their community of
faith and to share that story with en-
thusiasm. They have broken through
the mainline fear of offending peo-
ple and decided to talk about their
church.

It has long struck me that the same
mainline church members who pass
resolutions on gay marriage and pro-
pose solutions to conflict in the Mid-
dle East suddenly shrink in silence on
the subject of their faith, and the y do
this—here’s the irony—so they won't
offend anyone. For too long, our noble
impulses toward tolerance and inclu-
sivity have turned us into spiritual illit-
erates who, being out of practice, have
forgotten how to speak the words of
our ’rdlth.

We ask our church members to
vote on the most complicated social is-
sues, but we let them off the hook
when it comes to inviting a neighbor
to church. We relegate that duty to the
pastor, the professional C hristian who
speaks about the faith on everyone’s

behalf and hopefully has a whole lot of

neighbors.

Whatever the reasons for our de-
cline—and there are many theories
out there—one thing is clear: the
“don’t ask, don’t tell” evangelism pro-
gram will not reverse the trend.
Humor, whimsy and joy in the faith
will serve us better. Reese’s book is
written to provoke, to tease and to
charm us back into telling our story
not just in the public square, but in
the school playground, at the bus
stop and during the church coffee
hour.

The title of Reese’s book suggests
that it is the gospel that will be un-
bound. T suggest that it is tight-
lipped mainliners who will most ben-
efit from a little unbinding. As we
loosen up, we may find that God is
not done with us yet.

Evangelism after Christendom.
By Bryan Stone. Brazos, 352 pp.,
$27.99 paperback.

RYAN STONE'S Evangelism

after Christendom is a re-

markable book that was about

30 years in the making—
three decades of thinking, research,
experimentation and reflection on the
church in post-Christendom. A seis-
mic shift has occurred in American
church life, and we liberal mainline
Protestants have been among the last
to notice. In the context of our dises-
tablishment, where many of us now
feel like missionaries in the culture we
once thought we ()Wned, we have to re-

think everything. Stone, a professor of

evangelism at Boston University, leads
us in an inspired rethinking of evange-
lism.

Everybody who is anybaody in the
post-Christendom, postliberal, com-
munitarian, virtue-ethics, sectarian

galaxy gives aid to Stone’s sweeping at-
tempi to reconstitute evangehsm asa
primary practice of the church. John
Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas,
William Abraham, Gustavo Gutiérrez,
John Wesley, Wll]mm Cavanaugh,
James McClendon, Alasdair Macln-
tyre and even yours truly all lend their
aid to the making of Stone’s argument.
The result is a book that we will be as-
similating and enacting for years to
come.

Stone describes faithful ev ange-
lism as;

an invitation to be strange, to be-
come a member of a prototypical
but inevitably deviant community
intended by God for the whole
world. . .. Evangelism then does
not seek “customer satisfaction”
but is carried out as a response to
the new world that in Jesus of
Nazareth has broken in and be-
cause of which things can never be
the same.

The once comfortable hegemony of
Protestant Chrlqtldmty over North
American culture has ended. Jesus,
ey
Reviewed by William H. Willimon, Unit-
ed Methodist bishop of the North Al-
abama Conference.
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Creation & Covenant
The Significance of Sexual
Difference in the Moral
Theology of Marriage

By Christopher C. Roberts
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“This powerfully argued case for the
abiding importance of our sexual
identity shows how rich can be the
contribution of the Christian tradition
to our society's present search to
understand the meaning of our lives, ...It
will help us all in our journey towards
understanding who we are in Christ."
—Timothy Radcliffe, OP

“Sexual ethics and gay marriage
~ Creation and Covenant is essential
reading for anyone who wants to think
about these issues in light of the Western
Christian tradition....A very fine book.”
—R.R. Reno, editor of the Brazos
Theological Commentary on the Bible.
“In Creation and Covenant, Christopher
Roberts has done both church and
society a great service."

—Don Browning, author of Marriage
and Modernization

CHRISTOPHER C. ROBERTS is Catherine
of Siena Ethics Teaching Fellow at
Villanova University. Prior to this
position, Roberts spent several years as
Bill Moyers' research assistant and as a
reporter for the PBS show Religion and
Ethics NewsWeekly.

HC 978 0 567 026552 $130
This is the perfect addition to your
local or church library!
Tell your librarian!

Available from Amazon, or direct

from Continuum 1.800.561.7704
www.continuumbooks.com
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