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Brian Mclaren is a passionate writer impatient for a forward-looking Christianity. In this latest book he sets out his stall under ten questions that challenge us to look to the future and a reimagining of Christianity. 

For those like myself who believe there is nothing new to be said in Christianity, just the old truths to be stated afresh, Mclaren’s title is the sort of provocation that gets you reading him. The book is angry and impatient but through those passions it touches on some key issues for church leaders and teachers especially.

‘Is God violent?’ ‘Can we find a way to address sexuality without fighting about it?’ ‘How should followers of Jesus relate to people of other religions?’ These are three of the ten questions. The book starts with an attempt to reconstruct the authority and interpretation of scripture in post-evangelical fashion. The rigid ‘Greco-Roman constitutional model’ has to give way to a more relaxed model centred on Jesus. It is hard to read McClaren on the violence in the Old Testament, especially God’s alleged ‘genocide’ in the Noah story, without sensing his dismissal of much of the bible for its ‘immature’ theology. ‘Does the bible tell us to shut up and listen because everything is settled? Or does it invite us to be part of the conversation?’ Such comments demonstrate anger against conservative Evangelicals but are at cross purposes with Anglican and Roman Catholic readers who would set biblical authority in any case within the wider context of the church.

On homosexuality there is an interesting reference to the ‘sexually other’ Ethiopian eunuch ‘a non-heterosexual in missional leadership from the very beginning of the Jesus movement’. This helpful chapter concludes with an appeal ‘to construct not just a more humane sexual ethic in particular, but a more honest and robust Christian anthropology in general’ which will only come about as those on either side of the sexuality divide ‘start talking and walking and working together’. The same could be said of women’s ordination though this is not touched on since the ecclesiological presupposition of the book is not sympathetic to catholic tradition.

A New Kind of Christianity ends by naming four global emergences McClaren sees as shaping the future – the ecological crisis, world poverty, the threat to world peace from injustice and the spiritual failure of religion. These he calls ‘spinning gears in a suicide machine’ which much of Christianity is in denial about. ‘Oh yeah, yeah, a billion people live on less than a dollar a day. But you’re decentralising our preferred theory of atonement.’ There is no doubt McClaren as evangelical prophet is made to feel uncomfortable in his evangelical homeland. Though this reader is not of that land he was also made uncomfortable by reading the book. Some of my discomfort was due to his renegotiation of the Christianity I love, but some was caused by his capacity to tell the truth in such a way to get anyone sitting up and listening.

The Revd Dr John Twisleton, Rector of St Giles, Horsted Keynes, West Sussex, UK   10th February 2011
