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This is a book which challenges triumphalists in the church. Like many writers emerging from the charismatic renewal Russ Parker is aware of the dangers of preaching Pentecost without Calvary. He has much wisdom to impart, which may also serve those who are more ‘defeatist’ moving in the other direction towards a deeper assurance in their faith.

‘Renewal is a journey into wholeness in Christ and not just an explosion of power.  Therefore the Spirit will want to show us Calvary and our sinfulness and also Pentecost and God’s power of love’.

The media applaud success. ‘It is important to be top’. More disturbingly there is an American graffiti that runs ‘Nice guys don’t win’. Much attention is given in the modern world to how people can use power to their best advantage. Such attitudes seem to permeate some parts of Church culture which present a ‘Christ who feeds our esteem rather than forgives our sins’.  

At the same time people are winning recognition for overcoming great odds, going ‘down but not out’. There appears to be a need to have heroes who will give hope in the face of personal failures.

Russ Parker sets forth Jesus and his experience of ‘failure and resurrection’ as our model.  In particular the revelation of God is seen to come most powerfully not in miraculous signs so much as in weakness transformed by faith. ‘Somehow I keep expecting loud and impressive events to convince me and others of God’s saving power…The small children of Bethlehem, the rejected preacher, the naked man on the Cross, he asks for my full attention’ (Nouwen).

‘Free to Fail’ is something of a meditation upon power as the world sees it and how Christianity turns this perception around. As fear is the opposite of faith so worldly power and spiritual power oppose one another. Michael Ramsey is quoted: ‘The human race is afraid and its fears are about power – about having it or not having it.  Those who have it are frightened of those with it.’ 

The author contrasts the experience of empowerment when the love of God is poured into hearts.

‘The secular image of power is of what it gains over another and acquires in assets for itself.  Spiritual power is demonstrated in what it can let go of for the benefit of another.’ In this perspective the experience of failure brings a hidden blessing to be uncovered.

Our earthly powers need ‘channeling into Calvary living’ particularly in the case of church leaders.  In Christianity empowering is not for ruling but for witnessing and carrying the Cross.  In particular the author catalogues instances where the brokenness of Christians has brought about powerful release of the Holy Spirit when endured in faith.

‘Free to Fail’ is a work of encouragement reminding Christians that human fragility is a given of our lives which can be beautifully transfigured through openness to the Cross and the Spirit of Christ.

