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Is this study of evangelicalism the sharpening of the spear or the putting up of an umbrella? 

Alister McGrath's book is heralded as a landmine to explode compromising confusion within...the evangelical world' by James Packer. It is a formidable presentation of the great characteristics of contemporary evangelicalism. 

At the same time the six characteristic emphases of the movement - Scripture, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, Personal Conversion, Evangelism and the importance of the Church - are a sufficient umbrella to be raised over a broad movement. The price of expansion is an increasing diffuseness, and potentially a loss of identity and vision' p115. 

There is resounding affirmation of the centrality of a personally appropriated faith..a living, dynamic personal relationship with the crucified and risen Christ' p67. Evangelicals see doctrinal orthodoxy without a living faith as like a treasure chest, awaiting the riches for which it was intended, yet lacking the richness itself' p70. They would foster an attitude of expectation...that the gospel is a delight and joy to others, coupled with a systematic endeavour to uncover the ways in which the inherent appeal of the gospel can best be articulated' p101. The fundamental motivation for evangelism is that of generosity - the basic concern to share the good things of life with those whom we love...like one beggar telling another where to find bread'. p102. 

In its history as drawn by McGrath evangelicalism in its current form derives from the breaking away from fundamentalist circles by Billy Graham and others in the name of unshackling the Gospel. The great sin of fundamentalism is to compromise; the great sin of evangelicalism is to be narrow' p113. Today six varieties of evangelicals are said to sit under the umbrella of the movement ranging from conservatives to charismatics, justice and peace' types to ecumenical' types. This diversity risks the distraction of a Gospel movement and McGrath's exposition is a powerful call to unity. At the same time relative indifference about the doctrine of the Church not of defining significance for evangelicals' seems unhelpful to a practical unity. The importance of the Christian community is recognised and of biblically legitimated diversity' about it and within it, a general rejection of a former rigidity, tight is right' approach. 

A survey of Baptist thought in the United States concludes: Baptists are not essentially a doctrinal people. We have no creed but the Bible, which everyone should be left to interpret according to his or her predilection. The basic criterion of theology is individual experience... Baptist means freedom, freedom to think, believe and preach without constraints'. p112 In this full-blown ideology of indifference' to doctrine and order lies both the strength and the centrifugal tendency of evangelicalism. 

McGrath notes that evangelism makes Christians; spirituality keeps them...The perceived lack of a credible, coherent and distinctive spirituality is one of the greatest weaknesses facing evangelicalism today' p126. Many of his students at Wycliffe Hall end up after many years living with an adopted catholic spirituality. Whilst the test of Christian spirituality is conformity of heart and life to the confession of Jesus as Lord' suspicion of legalism and mediation has undermined the evangelical Christian's approach to spiritual disciplines and directors. There has been a failure to address the existential and situational realities of human experience in the trenches of life'. This tendency comes from evangelicalism's stress upon fulfilment as necessarily linked to the welcoming of God's gift in Christ. Our human needs are the other half of the story in need of emphasis if evangelical spirituality is to be recovered. Calvin in his Institutes acknowledges that the knowledge of God and of ourselves are inseparable: Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. And although they are closely connected, it is difficult to say which comes first' p134. 

McGrath allows the sneers of the liberal Bishop Spong to affirm his movement: The only churches that grow today are those that do not, in fact, understand the issues, and can therefore traffic in certainty' p89 as if the extent of one's popular appeal is inversely proportional to understanding the issues". Evangelicalism's moment has come now liberalism's allies - rationalism and science - are demythologised' in the postmodern situation. Liberalism may stimulate the mind; it cannot sustain a church' p95. 

A frank section entitled The Dark Side of Evangelicalism' lists stereotypes - right wing politics, isolationism, intellectual mediocrity, spiritual conceit, social unconcern, pessimism and cultural philistinism. The focus is then on methods of evangelism that destroy self worth. There is a real need to develop authentically Christian understandings of self-esteem which challenge the secular view of self- sufficiency and affirm our dependence upon God - without destroying a person's sense of self-worth in the presence of God. Christ died for sinners; that means that sinners matter to God' p148. 

Problems are recognised in the excessive emphasis upon certainty' and the need to make the vital distinction between intellectual and existential certitude clearer' p152. McGrath laments the failure of evangelicals to live with disagreements, quoting Timothy George of the Southern Baptist Convention, a church which has become obsessed with the marginalia of the faith will soon find itself shipwrecked on the shoals of a fractured fellowship' p155. 

The Curse of the Evangelical Personality Cult' is treated: the Bakkers...achieved a public relations disaster for evangelicalism which came close to parallelling that achieved for Islam by Ayatollah Khomeni' p158. There is a reminder that the Reformation provides us with vital safeguards against such developments, enabling ordinary Christians to blow the whistle on their leaders' p164. 

There is little said on the important evangelical-charismatic polarisation save condemnation for both evangelical rationalism' and unthinking emotionalism' with more of a warning to the charismatics. The force of conviction is not an adequate criterion of truth. One can be forcefully wrong, just as one can be sincerely erroneous...The virtual marginalization of Scripture within certain types of evangelicalism is one of the greatest scandals of our age' p160. 

The book ends with a clear challenge to what is called the new imperialism', not Christianity or even Evangelicalism but the reductionist attitudes' in contemporary society. With the challenge comes the warning that the Christian Churches cannot rely upon a legacy of cultural religiosity to ensure their continuing presence in the world. They must proclaim the profound attractiveness of faith to the world, in the full and confident expectation that the gospel is inherently attractive and relevant' p171. 

Mention of the largest Christian denomination is minimal although co- belligerence' of Roman Catholics and Evangelicals for ethical causes is cited. The recognition of evangelicals' within the Catholic Church goes on to hint at their disloyalty which is not so apparent in the very conservative RC Charismatic movement. The admission of a turning to Catholic Spirituality by Evangelicals gives more grounds for hope of a confluence between the Evangelical and Catholic streams than this robust defence of the former would encourage the reader to believe.

