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This is a book about the credibility of the Church and how it can be enhanced.  Its analysis owes much to the work of North American Sociologist, George Ritzer, author of ‘The McDonaldization of Society’.  Just as McDonald’s restaurants are a safe bet for occasional eating that will be a shade uninventive to the Church in Britain and America has but bland, unimaginative sustenance for the spiritually hungry.   The argument runs on for a recovery of spiritual diversity, loss of top-down bureaucracy and new prioritising of mystery and community as means to regain the lost market of spiritual seekers.

John Drane once wrote a dissertation on Gnosticism which has led him to engage with New Age groups and their spiritual seeking.  He is able to paint a very helpful picture of different groups in society distanced from the Church suspicious of authority but varyingly hungry in spirit.  ‘The old paradigm taught that if you have the right teaching, you will experience God.  The new paradigm says that if you experience God, you will have the right teaching.’  (Leith Anderson).  The old ‘paradigm’ or teaching held to an over-arching worldview and to absolute truth.  Nowadays truth is experiential, ‘what works’ and ‘no one need apologise for uncertainty’.

How can the Church connect herself more fully with contemporary seekers?  By breaking out of the ‘iron cage of McDonaldization’ which has confined the rich variety of the experience of God into ‘predictable natural categories’.  Speaking mainly to the Protestant tradition, Drane calls for a recovery of the power of symbols, dance and drama in worship, which he defines succinctly as: ‘all that we are, responding to all that God is.’  He goes on to see good news for seekers in ‘connecting our personal stories with God’s bigger story, and the Bible stories (so that) we can be empowered in the struggle to find direction, meaning and purpose.’

How successful is this analysis?  Is it true that people seeking spiritually are not connecting with the Church as a spiritual body?  More credit could be given to the success of the Alpha Course in making such an engagement, although one suspects such courses are implicitly dismissed by the terms of the analysis as ‘fast food’.  Then, if it is granted that the Church should become more spiritually attractive, will she accomplish this without a recovery of the centrality of Christ through the renewing power of the Spirit?  Greater credibility must link to deeper conviction all around concerning the power of Christ’s Death and Resurrection, scarcely mentioned in this book, to shed light on the meaning of death.  If Christianity has over-arching claims as a truth system they rest on the distinguishing of Christ as One raised uniquely from the dead.  Here surely is the supreme place of engagement with all quests for transcendence, again an aspect of Christianity not to the fore in this book.  

John Drane’s perspective is heavily sociological but none the less useful for that.  The analysis of groups alienated from the institutional church is masterly. He portrays how unhelpful the importing of management techniques into the Church can be.  As the author insists, Christianity needs to recover a fresh sense of mystery and of the communal which will engage those searching for meaning and belonging.  How much that can be hastened without a recovery of confidence in the universal claims of Christ by his Church is another question one must ask.

