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Christianity for the Rest of Us  by Diana Butler Bass
All of the following is taken from the book as either direct quotes or paraphrasings. 
Introduction


Three-year research project of spiritually vital mainline Protestant churches.

Fifty congregations, six denominations, theologically moderate to liberal.

Small to large (35 members to 2500), 300 people interviewed. 

Ten of the fifty congregations became key in-depth sites for 2-3 week studies each. 

Prevailing wisdom in the literature is that mainline Protestantism is dying because it is theologically liberal; 
evangelical Protestantism is growing because it is theologically conservative.

Mainline Protestant institutions are in a state of deep crisis and desperately in need of renewal.

This book is not for the comfortable, the certain, and the religiously content.

What Happened to the Neighborhood Church?
Chapter 1 – The Vanished Village 


Baltimore (Hamilton neighborhood) of the early 1960’s. Within a mile existed a complete world of school, work, play, relations, and worship. Everyone in Hamilton was a Christian. On the wall in Saint John’s United Methodist were pictures of Abraham and Abraham Lincoln – reminding us of the close link between our biblical faith and faith in democracy and that the church and state believed the same things about God. Things changed in Hamilton from being a working-class Christian village to a sexualized urban playground. The village vanished. The bakery, the movie theater, the drug store soda fountain, the Kresge’s department store – all gone. The once all-white Hamilton Elementary is now racially diverse with families with children at less than 20 percent and a near even split of married and single people. Overall economic health has declined and crime and unemployment rates are fairly high. All over the planet, villages are vanishing. A new sort of world is emerging and we have no idea what it is becoming. What about religion in this emerging world ?

One of the minister’s goals for Goleta Presbyterian Church just north of Santa Barbara, CA is to help congregants understand “the importance of community, because we are a mobile culture, and the importance of roots and commitment.” Rev. Jesus Reyes, the Episcopal priest of a church in Falls Church, VA said, “What they need is the family. A different type of family.” 

I have often heard people remark that churches do not like change… I cannot figure this out. In the New Testament, Jesus asks everyone to change.


There seems to be different types of Christians today, those who prefer to build walled villages and do not want to see, and those who take risks in the wilderness and are willing to open their eyes. Those who are comfortable in the wilderness were willing to embark on a journey of rediscovering Christianity. 

Chapter 2 – Remembering Christianity 


52 of 54 signers of the Declaration were Christians (14 were Presbyterians). They founded America as a Christian nation? The evangelical version of a Christian America is unsettling to many people. It portrays the Founders as saints. Remixing the past by taking out the unpleasant is a dangerous thing. Conservative Protestants want to enshrine their view as the story of our national past. “A fundamentalist is a person who considers whether a fact is acceptable to his faith before he explores it, as opposed to a curious person who explores first and then considers whether or not he wants to accept the ramifications.”(from Buran’s sermon quoting Nic Askew, film maker)
European Christians politically established the United States, but this fact does not make us a Christian nation.


We need stories that speak of the middle ground, the ancient American center between secular skepticism and Christian fundamentalism. “….middles need to be periodically reinvented.” A third option “draws from deep wells of tradition and yet is generously open to change and the remaking of those very traditions.”


Open congregations require no spiritual test to come in, no intellectual position to which one must agree, and do not insist that you join their spiritual side (usually by being “born again”). Open churches are gathering places for saints and sinners, places where ambiguity and questions are allowed. 

Through much of the twentieth century, the old village churches became secularized (a kind of Christian version of the Rotary Club) and lost their sense of wonder, transcendence, and passion. This loss of holy beauty hastened their decline.
Chapter 3 – The New Village Church


“The mainline churches of my childhood had essentially capitulated to American culture.” While they did many worthy things, they paid little or no attention to people’s spiritual lives. They simply assumed that people were Christians, that they knew how to be, think and pray like Christians.

“The primary job of church is to be a spiritual community that forms people in faith.”


Trinity Episcopal in Santa Barbara was in decline for more than 20 years and then the church turned around. They offered what people wanted. “They wanted a different kind of Christianity than that of their childhoods, but they still wanted to connect with the Christian tradition. They wanted Bible, prayer, and worship. They wanted open, nonjudgmental, and intellectually generous community. They wanted to serve and change the world. And they wanted it all to make sense in a way that transformed their lives.” 

Diana Butler Bass was born in 1959 into a time in the church that she describes as “a period of religious order”. “Beginning about 1970, however, we have moved increasingly toward the other pole, toward ‘spirituality’. According to Bass in 2005 Newsweek magazine conducted a poll of Americans regarding religion. The poll seemed to point toward a possibility that “Americans want to combine their concern with personal spirituality with more traditional forms of religion.” “By weaving personal spiritual quests with more traditional forms of religious life in community, mainline churches can be renewed.” “Mainline churches decline when they neglect scripture and prayer, discernment and hospitality, contemplation and justice.”

According to Diana Bass three interrelated characteristics give shape to the new village church: 1) Tradition, Not Traditionalism ; 2) Practice, Not Purity; 3) Wisdom, Not Certainty.


Tradition, Not Traditionalism – A member of Cornerstone United Methodist in Naples, FL said, “You can have all emotion and nothing else. You end up falling flat. He sees his congregation’s intentional mix of spirituality and tradition, of ecstasy and order, as ‘the yin and the yang’ of the Christian life.”  “As one Pittsburgh Presbyterian said, ‘We are really trying to be a church that knows tradition and at the same time moves into the future.’ 


Practice, Not Purity -- Calvin Presbyterian Church of Zelienople, PA “emphasizes acceptance instead of doctrinal purity and diversity rather than uniformity.” “They do things that Christian people should do, but they do them in an open, inclusive, and nonjudgmental way.”

Wisdom, Not Certainty – William, a member of The Church of the Holy Communion, an Episcopal church in “a genteel part of Memphis”, said, “No matter how much we read or study, we’ll never fully know God.” 

(see I Corinthians 13:12) According to Diana Butler Bass, the people she “met along the way were on a quest for wisdom rather than certainty.” The “mainline pilgrims rest comfortably with ambiguity.” Diana quotes one Cincinnati Episcopalian, ‘The questions are very important. Sometimes more important than the answers. Because we can’t know what the real answers are exactly anyway.’ Dora, a member of Holy Communion in Memphis, is quoted as saying, “The moment that we think we know, we’ve lost our perspective on wisdom. The search and the journey is, maybe, to get to the point where I’m at peace with what I do understand, and understand that there is more.”

“New village churches are not built through niche marketing, sophisticated programming, capital campaigns, and architectural plans. Indeed, all of the study churches rejected standard church-growth strategies. Although they have buildings, new village churches are primarily the communal journeys of a people finding a home in tradition, practice, and wisdom.”
