A Review and Response

by David Mappes, Ph.D.
A New Kind of Christian: A Tale of Two friends on a Spiritual Journey by Brian McLaren. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass; A Wiley Imprint, 2001.  xvii +170 pp. $21.95

McLaren provides a provocative and controversial assessment of the current evangelical church and how the church should engage post-modernity.  Christianity Today awarded the book an “Award of Merit” in the category of Christian Living in 2002. 

McLaren uses the vehicle of narrative and dialogue between a burned-out evangelical pastor (named Dan) and a high school science teacher trained in philosophy who is a former pastor (named Neo) to articulate his thesis and ideas.  Neo the postmodern philosopher convinces the burned-out pastor not to abandon the ministry but to become postmodern in his thinking.  The creative narrative approach certainly makes the book entertaining and easier to read than philosophical treatise addressing postmodern theories.  This narrative form also makes the book much more difficult to evaluate.  At times it is difficult to ascertain what McLaren is actually proposing through Neo and what components are simply part of the story and plot.  However, Neo is clearly portrayed as the new kind of Christian which McLaren proposes.  Perhaps a more profitable and honest dialogue could have occurred with Neo (the fresh, energetic Ph.D. philosopher) had McLaren portrayed pastor Dan as a bright, fresh properly trained pastor with his Ph.D. in theology or philosophy.

McLaren’s controlling thesis is that modernity has so impacted evangelicals and liberals that both groups must leave modernity and adopt a new (postmodern) belief and practice.  McLaren writes, “Either Christianity itself is flawed, failing, untrue, or our modern, Western, commercialized, industrial-strength version of it is in need of a fresh look, a serious revision (xv).  Elsewhere, (through Neo) he says:

all that we currently understand being a Christian to be has been conditioned by our being modern.  All of our theologies . . . are basically modern, having been created in the modern world (21).  
Again Neo says, “You have a modern faith, a faith you have developed in your homeland of modernity” (13).  McLaren (through Neo) claims, “that the modern version of Christianity that you have learned from your parents, your Sunday School teachers, and even your campus ministries is destined to be a medieval cathedral” (38).  McLaren (through Neo) argues that since “we see the Bible through whatever lens we get from our culture” (79) that the Bible alone could not “save the western church from getting into bed with modernity” (79).  As pastor Dan journals and reflects on systematic theology he writes, “I’m beginning to see them as an artifact of worship from the modern era, no less sincere or majestic than medieval cathedrals” (24) and as he refers to biblical theologians he writes, “I’m not sure there were any, at least as we conceive them” (24).  Hence according to McLaren (through Neo and Dan) one must shed the theologies and systems developed in modernity if affective postmodern ministry is to occur.
He continually cites the current paradigms of thinking such as absolute certainty, absolute authority (17, 19, 50-53), and perhaps propositional truth (54, 61) along with systems of theology developed with modernity (24, 76, 161-163) as the culprit that is impeding the churches mission in this postmodern world.  In addition, he believes that distinctions between liberals and evangelicals will become inconsequential in the new postmodern kind of Christianity since theology will play a minimal role (41, 48, 51-55).  

Certainly some of McLaren’s criticism of the evangelical church has merit.  Simple trite formulas, attitudes of church consumerism, individualism, lack of authenticity, mean spiritedness, rampant legalism, and refusal to engage the culture, etc. all exist within evangelicalism.  McLaren is correct that some facets of Christianity (especially earlier forms of fundamentalism and certainly liberalism) became so enculturated that their churches are ineffective in today’s cultural  environment.  However, McLaren overstates his case as he continually points to simple televangelists as representing contemporary evangelicalism.  Thoughtful evangelicals and historical fundamentalists have interacted for years with issues of enculturation, cultural accommodation, metaphysics of meaning, levels of interpretative authority, and theological methods along with how preunderstanding affects the interpretative process.  

McLaren raises very important and significant issues and questions.  Unfortunately he caricatures the evangelical as one who is generally uniformed or ignorant of these complex questions and issues.  The book tends to promote and popularize these complex issues without proper explanation or definition.  Thus the undergraduate student and average lay person (and even pastor) are left to adopt a kind of hermeneutical pluralism and misunderstanding of both Biblical inspiration and Biblical authority.  In addition, McLaren (through Neo) minimizes the centrality of Scripture for spiritual growth and formation within the body of Christ.  

This reviewer applauds McLaren’s call for genuine, open Christian interaction, and authentication of faith.  McLaren’s admonition to reexamine how ones culture can filter the interpretative process of Scripture is equally valid.  The book however paints a very disturbing and dangerous map in how to obtain these results.  This book actually serves as an apologetic defense for post-modernism.  If McLaren’s views are adopted, the church will be amalgamated within its culture and quickly loose its Scriptural foundation and authority.  This review/response will focus on two major areas of concern: Primarily Biblical and Theological areas of concern and then conclude with some practical and methodological areas of concern.

Biblical/ Theological Matters of Concern:

Although the narrative style makes the evaluation difficult, the introduction, “The True Story Behind the Story” is very helpful in the evaluation process.  In the introduction (which is not narrative), McLaren identifies himself as the burned out pastor.  He clearly says that the book is not simply a fictional book but a “philosophical dialogue” (vxiii) designed to promote change.  Clearly throughout the book he targets evangelicals even naming such groups as Campus Crusade, Intervarsity, Navigators, etc. (28) and he refers to areas of evangelical influences such as Wheaton, Illinois and Colorado Springs (97). 

More importantly in this introduction the reader gets a glimpse of McLaren’s naïve theological understanding and inadequate grasp of Scripture.  As he describes his crisis and hardships in pastoral ministry (to which many can relate), he writes, “I got sick of being a pastor.  Frankly, I was almost sick of being a Christian” (ix) and later writes he considered leaving “the Christian path” (ix).  One wonders what path McLaren would have chosen as he considered leaving the Christian path?  Later he writes that, “Now, seven years later, I am still a Christian” (ix).  

One can appreciate McLaren’s transparency.  However, the fact that he so confused his Christian position in Christ with his vocation suggests serious theological flaws in his own thinking.  “Being a Christian” and/or “following the Christian path” is not a choice that one predicates on personal experience or hardship (unless of course one adheres to the priority of personal experience which postmodernism espouses).  McLaren later says (through the burned out pastor Dan), “And I’m supposed to be preaching the truth, but I’m not even sure what the truth is anymore” (12).  This shallow approach to truth and Christian living and over commitment to pragmatism seriously undermines much of the New Testament teaching regarding practicing our position in Christ (Eph 1-3; Rom 5-8). 

This naivety and commitment to personal experience appears throughout the book.  When addressing other religions and issues of pluralism, McLaren (through Neo) redefines truth as being “in sync with God” (61).  He writes: 

Dan, when it comes to other religions, the challenge in modernity was to prove that we’re right and they’re wrong.  But I think we have a different challenge in postmodernity.  The question isn’t so much whether we’re right but whether we’re good. . . .  it’s just the old notions of truth and knowledge are being, hmm, I was going to say ‘deconstructed,’ but we don’t need to get into all that vocabulary. . . .  So Dan, I’m not in any way saying truth isn’t important.  But I am saying that truth means more than factual accuracy.  It means being in sync with God” (61).

An error of false dichotomy appears here.  In addressing those in other religions, the issue is not either constructing a reasoned defense of the faith or being good but it is both.  Further, how can one know what good means if truth is defined as an experience?  

Unfortunately, neither Neo (nor McLaren) explain this definition of truth as being in sync with God nor explain the term, deconstruction.  Neo simply says, “we don’t need to get into all that vocabulary” (61).  To define truth as being in sync with God and not further qualify this definition simply invites the reader to deconstruct (note this is McLaren’s term which he refuses to explain) or relativize the nature of truth.  If one relativizes truth through experience (in sync with God), then truth assertions are only true if they conform to one’s experience.  McLaren elsewhere argues that only the passages in the Bible that affect your life should be considered foundational (54).  Earlier in the book McLaren echoes this view of truth when he writes, “To be postmodern means to have experienced the modern world and to have been changed by the experience-changed to such a degree that one is no longer modern” (16).  These statements regarding truth are most alarming and reflect serious errors.  The Biblical writers affirmed truth as truth whether one experiences truth or not.  

After Neo responds that the “Bible never calls itself the foundation” (53), he continues discussing the foundation metaphor and compares the foundation of the Christian faith to a spider web.  He writes:

Instead of one foundation, it has several anchor points.  Those points might be spiritual experiences, exemplary people and institutions in whom one has come to trust” (54) 
McLaren (through Neo) goes on to say “perhaps every passage in the Bible that has affected your life could be seen as an anchor point” (54).  Notice that McLaren through Neo claims that only the Bible passages that have affected your life make up only one part of the anchor.  Perhaps McLaren (through Neo) is referring to these applied passages as affecting ones personal growth and spiritual formation or perhaps he is referring to the actual foundation of the Christian faith.  The context suggests he is actually referring to the foundation of Christian faith.  Either interpretation however, introduces serious difficulties and errors.  Scripture is to both define ones spiritual experiences and serve as the foundation of the Christian faith (2 Tim 3:16; Eph 3:3-6; 2 Peter 1:20-21; Jude 3; Rev 22:19.  Neo has either reduced the Scripture to being on par with other facets of spiritual formation or he has removed the Scripture as the foundation of the Christian faith.  Either view seriously undermines the teaching of the Scripture.  

Notice how Paul addressed those who did not have faith or who had not experience truth.  In Romans 3:3-4, he wrote: “What then? If some did not believe, their unbelief will not nullify the faithfulness of God, will it?  May it never be! Rather, let God be found true, though every man be found a liar.”  Notice the imagery of absolute, propositional (non-personal) transcultural truth in the passage.  In John 17:17, as Jesus is praying to the Father he says, “Sanctify them in truth, thy word is truth.”  Interesting Jesus does not say “thy word is truthful or even true” but rather “thy word is truth.” This is a significant difference since “being truthful” or “true” involves conformity to either an experience or some type of higher authority but “the truth” on the other hand entails absolute standard.  God’s truth is not dependent upon ones experience of truth.  Truth is absolute and universal. 

McLaren (through Neo) argues that modernism was “an age aspiring to absolute objectivity, which, we believed would yield absolute certainty and knowledge” (17) and then concludes that,  “If you believe that you absolutely, objectively know absolute truth, and you know this with absolute certainty, then of course you must debunk anyone who sees differently from you” (17).  Regarding authority, McLaren (through Neo), says both evangelicals and liberals need to work from a dynamic (not static) approach towards authority (55) “and that absolute authority is simply a modern invention” (52).  Several critical issues arise here.  Are absolute objectivity, absolute certainty and absolute authority simply products of modernism?  Another critical issue surfaces?  Must certainty and authority result in mean spiritedness?  
Both Jesus and the writers of the New Testament spoke in terms of absolute, authoritative certainty.  The Spirit (Who is fully God) provided complete objectivity as He superintended the writers of Scripture.  The phrase “thus saith the Lord” appears over 400 times in the Old Testament.  This edict served to incite absolute obedience as the words of the prophet were to be absolutely, authoritatively obeyed.  Elijah’s word’s in 1 Kings 21:19 are referred to as the Lord’s oracle in 2 Kings 9:25-26.  Many times the prophet spoke for God in the first person (2 Sam 7:4-16; 2 Kings 17:13) hence to disbelieve or question a prophet was to disbelieve or question God Himself (1 Kings 20:35-36).  Paul referred to the Scriptures as the oracles of God (Rom 3:2) and referred to his own words as conveying the Spirit’s words (1 Cor 2:13).  For this reason Paul can write, “the things which I write to you are the Lord’s commandments” (1 Cor 14:37).  These examples of certainty and authority do not suggest anything less than absolute certainty and absolute authority. 
Jesus continually affirmed the absolute authority of the Scripture.  He used Scripture to rebuke Satan (Mt 4:4-10), He used the authority of Scripture to rebuke the pharisaical traditions (Mt 15:3, 4), and He used Scriptural authority to cleanse the temple (Mk 11:17).  He said one could build their life upon the rock of truth (Mat 7:24) and that not the smallest letter or stroke of the law would pass away until its fulfillment (Mat 5:17).  Paul commanded the church leaders to speak with such authority and certainty so as to silence false teachers (Titus 1:9-16).  

Was Jesus arrogant, closed-minded or mean spirited?  When the Biblical authors spoke they indeed spoke in absolutes (sometimes in forms of propositions and sometimes not) but none the less absolutes.  Objective truth is true for all ages and all cultures.  Was Jesus wrong when he issued the great commission that involves speaking absolute truth authoritatively (in His name) in different cultures?   Since McLaren (through Neo) does not provide additional dialogue, the reader is simply left questioning the very nature of absolute truth and certainty.  The Biblical writers never allowed that type uncertainty with regard to truth, the ability to understand truth or authority of truth. 

As Neo speaks about absolute objectivity (55), he is playing word games and creates a fallacy of objectivity.  He is suggesting that since believers do not have absolute objectivity, they cannot know what the Scriptures actually teach.  As Jesus rebuked the Sadducees’ interpretation of Old Testament Scripture, he said, “you are mistaken, that you do not understand the Scriptures” (Mk 12:24).  Hence the Scriptures are knowable and can be properly interpreted otherwise Jesus would not have rebuked these Sadducees.  Informed evangelicals understand the difference between pure objectivity (which is impossible for anyone except God because God is omni-temporal) and a kind of mediated objectivity that allows one to know what one can know.  One can maintain objectivity (properly understood) in absolute truth and even begin aligning oneself to that truth without engendering a type of closed-minded arrogance or mean spiritedness that McLaren (through Neo) purports.  Otherwise why would God give the church a completed inspired Scripture?   

Elsewhere, McLaren (through Neo) says that the Bible was written before all the modern conventions of factual accuracy and need for absolute objectivity (55-56).  Hence, McLaren (through Neo) argues that the Biblical authors were not so concerned about all “the modern trimmings like a concern for factual accuracy, corroborating evidence, or absolute objectivity” (56).  Indeed, Paul appeals to the factual accuracy of the resurrection as the very foundation of the gospel (1 Cor 15:1-11).  Peter refers to Paul’s writing as accurate and in accordance with truth and understands Paul’s writings as Scripture (2 Peter 3:16).  Luke says that he use detailed research to present an accurate account of Jesus and the early church (Luke 1:1-4; Acts 1:1).  Paul cites Luke’s writing as Scripture (1 Tim 5:18, cf., Luke 10:7).  The very foundation of inspiration and inerrancy and the gospel itself involves a commitment to absolute factual accuracy with corroborating evidence.  

McLaren (through Neo) seems to argue that Biblical inspiration is separated from absolute authority.  He writes, “That oft-quoted passage in Second Timothy doesn’t say, “All Scripture is inspired by God and is authoritative.’ It says that Scripture is inspired and useful” (52).  Note here that Neo is claiming that Scripture itself (not interpretation or application) is without absolute authority.  The very notion of absolute authority and truth flows from the nature of God.  How can the Scripture be inspired (God’s expired or spirated Words) and not be authoritative?  Since God Himself breathed Scripture (2 Tim 3:16), the authors meaning in the text itself has the exact authority of God.  The Biblical understanding of inspiration (God breathed) necessitates the authority of God in the text.  The imperatives in 2 Tim 3:16 (teaching, reproof, correction, and training) along with the imperatives in 2 Tim 4:2 (reprove, rebuke, exhort) also illustrate the authority derived from inspiration.  
Further evidence of absolute authority and absolute certainty are illustrated through examining commands in Scripture regarding false teaching.  Believers are enjoined to compare teachers and their message with the revealed truth of the Scriptures (Matt 24:24-25; 2 Thess 2:1-5; 1 John 4:1-6; 2 John 9-11).  Paul admonishes Titus about these “men who turn away from the truth” (Titus 1:14).  In each case the apostolic deposit of truth is to serve as the measurement.  Paul warns that Satan can transform himself into an angel of light and deceive others through false apostles and deceitful workers (Cor 11:13-14).  Such certainty and authority exists that false teachers are to be silenced and removed from the assemble (1 Tim 4:1-3; 2 Tim 2:14-19).  Hence absolute certainty, authority, along with absolute truth is not simply inventions of modernity.  To separate inspiration from authority is a very serious error. 
McLaren (through Neo) later argues for a nonauthorative interpretation of the text when he writes: 

So the authoritative text is never what I say about the text or even what I understand the text to say but rather what God means the text to say. . . .  So the real authority does not reside in the text itself . . . which is always open to misinterpretation. . . .  Instead, the real authority lies in God, who is there behind the text or beyond it or above it (50) 

McLaren (through Neo) later instructs the church on how to interpret the Bible.  He says the church should:

 loosen up and approach the Bible on less defined terms. . . .  read it less like scholars and more like humble seekers trying to learn whatever we can from it. . . .  read it more with that desire and less of our critical analysis. . . .  Maybe postmodern is postanalytical and postcritical (56).   

One wonders here if McLaren is denying a singular, determinative, knowable meaning of the Biblical text (which many post-modernists advocate) though he does speak of God’s meaning.  Or more likely he is denying that one can have an authoritative interpretation for the text of Scripture.  Either way the reader is left with the impression that one cannot know what the text really means.  McLaren provides additional commentary on the Bible through Neo:

there is more than one way to “kill” the Bible.  You can dissect it, analyze it, and abstract it.  You can read its ragged stories and ragamuffin poetry, and from them you can derive neat abstractions, sterile propositions, and sharp-edged principles. . . .  As a result, the Bible itself begins to vaporize, to disappear, leaving the desired residue of systematic theology, which is all you wanted anyway (158).

Certainly evangelicals should read the Bible with a desire for life conformity to the Scripture. McLaren creates yet another false dichotomy.  Bible reading is not either reading it critically or reading with a desire to follow God.  Bible reading should be both.  Note that McLaren (through Neo) is saying to read the Bible to “learn whatever we can from it” (56).  The Bible should be read to understand what the Biblical authors are affirming (not simply what we can get from it).  Since Neo here is speaking to the evangelical pastor Dan, then the one assumes Neo is not referring to areas of radical form and redaction criticism of the nineteenth century within liberalism.  But rather, Neo is referring to the grammatical-historical-cultural method of exegesis which evangelicals generally practice.    

This method of interpretation is not an invention of modernity.  Early premodern interpretative theories and schools of interpretation sought to understand the authorial intentionality of a passage through examining the historical, grammatical, syntactical, and cultural nuances albeit they did not always follow their own methods.  This method of interpretation is actually an outgrowth of the verbal plenary view of inspiration.  The Biblical writers chose words carefully and even made distinction between singular and plural meanings to argue their position (e.g., Matt 22:23-33, cf. with Ex 3:6; Mat 22:43-45, cf. with Ps 110:1; Gal 3:15-22).  Believers should use the historical-grammatical-cultural method of interpretation. 
McLaren’s comment (through Neo) that “conservatives seem somewhat blind” (56) to differences between today’s paradigms of modernism and the premodern times in which the Scriptures were written carries little weight.  Certainly some traditions within fundamentalism approached the Bible as an encyclopedic text ignoring historical-culture issues.  However, informed evangelicals and fundamentalist today do account for historical-cultural issues along with the various literary conventions and colloquial use of language.  

McLaren’s comments regarding “the real authority lies in God” (50) “who is behind or beyond or above the text” (50) are equally disturbing.  Notice that Neo places the authority everywhere except in the text of Scripture.  Literal interpretation entails the interpreter seeking to discover the meaning as expressed by the author in the text.  Biblical inspiration entails an exact identity between God’s word and the human authors word.  Hence, one should not look to an authority beyond the text since the ultimate author of the text is God who superintended the human authors.  

McLaren’s view of Scripture or authority does not appear to reflect what the Bible teaches about itself.  Namely, that God worked through human agency to produce a fully inspired, infallible, and inerrant Scripture (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20-21; 2 Peter 3:15-16).  In Acts 1:16, Luke writes, “Brethren, the Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit foretold by the mouth of David concerning Judas.”  Notice that the Holy Spirit (Who is God) is the author of the Scripture through the human agency of David.  God providentially prepared mankind (Gal 1:15; Jer 1:5) to write the Scriptures as the human authors were superintended by the Holy Spirit (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20-21).  The authors recorded God’s intended word through their own words and personalities (Mk 12:36; 1 Cor 14:37) so that their writings indeed were God’s words.  The Scripture writers possessed absolute certainty that their writings were God’s authoritative word and the expected absolute obedience to their writings.  The interpretative process entails aligning ones understanding as closely as possible to the authorial intentionality of these authors.  McLaren’s entire view of Scripture seems to resonate with the classic neo-orthodox view.   McLaren (through Neo), either denies, minimizes, or redefines Biblical inspiration, the authority of Scripture, and the interpretive process.    

The process of validating an interpretation is a challenge and McLaren is correct that certain facets of evangelism (especially some within the movement of the fundamentalism) did not engage the challenge properly.  Certainly interpreters need to exercise humility and admission of what they can and what they cannot know about a passage.  Informed evangelicals understand the difference between affirming a single determinative authoritative meaning of a text and actually arriving at that single determinative meaning.  

Informed evangelicals understand that one can attain a high degree of intellectual and moral certainty in the interpretive process if the literary evidence is sufficient to remove reasonable doubts from differing interpretations.   One can have an adequate understanding of a Biblical author’s intent to speak with authoritative conviction without having final, absolute, complete, exhaustive knowledge and understanding.  The only way to examine what one can and cannot know about a passage is to use the study techniques that McLaren so depreciates.  So then one is left with a non-authoritative, convictionless, uncontrolled interpretation.  This kind of interpretation is not the intention of the Biblical authors or of God.  While this type of non-authoritative interpretation has the appearance of openness and humility, it is equally as arrogant as the most rigid form of fundamentalism since the view denies the authors of Scripture to speak through the common conventions of language.   

When questioned about false religions such as Buddhism and Muhammadism, McLaren through Neo responds by saying:

In the long run, I’d have to say the world is better off for having these religions than having no religions at all, or just one, even if it were ours. I wonder if these other religions might have a role much like Paul described for the Old Testament law back in Galatians-they serve as tutors or caretakers that preserve a culture until Christ can come to it with his good news. (63)

Again the reader sees this ultra-simplistic approach to interpretation.  The reason the Law could serve as a caretaker (or tutor and attendant) for Israel was because the Law itself was the objective, inscripturated truth from God.  The Law was never given to Israel to simply preserve their culture.  The Law served to teach Israel about themselves, their own sinfulness, and how they should relate to God and others.  The Law was designed to protect Israel from evil influences and prepare them for Messiah.  These false religions do not have divine inscripturated, objective truth from God to protect them like Israel had the Law.  

Certainly these other religions are not good for those entrapped within them.  According to John 8, Jesus admonished the Pharisees (who were the most committed monotheist) that they were serving Satan because they did not accept the Son.  Later McLaren (through Neo) does say that Buddha or Muhammad is not an alternative to Jesus (65) and he does refer to Jesus as the exclusive way to God, though he refuses to acknowledge the destructive false teachings of these religions.  Further, no one (including Buddha or Muhammad) is above Scriptural and moral critique.  Paul rebuked Peter with Scripture (Gal 2:11ff) and even placed himself under Scriptural authority (Gal 1:6-10).  

McLaren (through Pastor Dan) applauds an incident when an individual sought to combine Christianity with the Native American views of spirituality to create a more holistic spiritual experience with God (26).  Regarding this episode he writes:

Native American spirituality . . . is more connected to creation. . . .  more holistic, more mystical. . . . fulfills what he is missing in modern Christianity (26).  
Notice that pastor Dan does not cite Scripture to support that the Christian experience should be mystical nor does he cite Scripture to support that a Christian should have a holistic connection to the earth.  Elsewhere McLaren (through Neo) while speaking of “creation spirituality” (119) endorses the idea of swimming with dolphins to create a spiritual experience if that activity engenders a personal kind of spirituality.  Neo Says:

I think it will be a spiritual thing for her.  It’s part of the reconnection that is at the heart of true religion: we connect with God, with our own soul, with our neighbor, and with all of God’s creatures-brother sun, sister moon, and brother dolphin too (119). 

The Scripture describes spirituality as being filled with the Spirit (Eph 5:18) and thus bearing the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:16-26).  Paul is careful to clarify that objective Scriptural truth should govern, clarify and validate spiritual experiences.  Paul’s entire discussion in 1 Cor 12-14 posits that mystical, spiritual experiences are not self-authenticating.  Any spiritual experience must be measured through objective truth.  The reader here is left with the impression that one can arbitrarily construct his/her own views of spiritually and self-authenticate his/her own spiritual experiences.  

Another area of concern involves McLaren’s understating of the gospel.  Through Neo he tends to only focus on Jesus earthly teaching while omitting or minimizing the epistolary literature.  This de-emphasis of epistolary literature of course fits perfectly with Neo who seems to outright reject propositional truth:

Dan, I don’t think most Christians have any idea what the gospel really is. . . .  I [Dan] said something about accepting Christ as your personal savior and justification by grace through faith, not by our works, based on the finished work of Christ on the cross, and he said, “Yes, that’s exactly what most modern Christians would say . . .  Does it brother you that Jesus never defined the gospel in this way. . . .  Neo said it couldn’t be reduced to a little formula, other than the one Jesus used, which was “The Kingdom of God is at hand,” and he didn’t recommend using that exact language. (105-06)

Later McLaren says through Neo:

I’m sure we’ll talk about justification by grace through faith too, along with the atoning death of Christ and all the other doctrines our good evangelical brothers and sisters think constitute the whole gospel.  Because obviously they are important parts of the story.  But the story itself is bigger and more important than any doctrine or theory we lift out of it or impose on it (108).

Again McLaren will speak through Neo to say:

“I think our definition of “saved” is shrunken and freeze dried by modernity.  We need a postmodern consideration. . . .  What if “being saved” was like data saved on a computer?  In other words, when God pulls the plug on the universe, will the data and software of our lives be saved, so our “program” can still run. . . .  What if forgiving our sins is actually the same as judging them. . . .  What if some people do so little good and so much bad in their lives that when God forgives and forgets all their sins, there just isn’t much left to remember (130). 
These statements once again illustrate McLaren’s (through Neo) simplistic approach to Scripture.  To reduce the incredible wonderful doctrinal understanding of the gospel to simple parts of the story is to misrepresent the gospel and the wonderful work that God did through Christ.   Justification by grace through faith along with the atoning death of Christ is not simply a part or a component of the gospel.  It is the very essence of the gospel.  Furthermore, absolutely no difference exists between the Gospels (which are historical narratives designed to communicate theological truth) and epistles, which tend to speak more in straight forms of propositional truth.  What Paul says in an epistle is just as inspired, as accurate, and as authoritative as what Jesus says in the Gospel.   

Other primary theological concerns involve speculation on the nature of both heaven and hell (91), his promotion of evolution (155), his marginalizing of false doctrines and heresy, his ultra-simplistic treatment of open theism (23), his refusal to draw a line when addressing issues of homosexuality (47), his denial that one can have “the Christian worldview” (36), and his marginalizing of exposition of Scripture within the corporate gathering of the church (122).  

Another major area of concern surfaces regarding apologetics and defending the faith.  Believers (especially pastors) are not simply called to openly-dialogue and build common ground and develop understanding with nonbelievers (though we are called to do this).  Believers are also called to rigorously defend the faith (2 Peter 3:15; Jude 3).  McLaren (through Neo says), “What if the point-defending approach is, pardon the pun, pointless?” (47). When addressing evangelism and dealing with and false religions, McLaren (though Neo) writes:

Demonstration must accompany proclamation, I guess you could say.  But there’s more.  Instead of saying, ‘Hey, they’re wrong and we’re right, so follow us,’ I think we say, ‘Here’s what I’ve found. Here’s what I’ve experienced. Here’s what makes sense to me.  I’ll be glad to share it with you, if you’re interested.’  “Instead of conquest . . . coercive rational argument . . . emotionally intimidating sales pitch or an imposing crusade . . . I think of it like a dance.  You know, in a dance, nobody wins and nobody loses.  Both parties listen to music and try to move with it (162).

Notice how Neo is unclear and uncertain about demonstration accompanying proclamation and then he commits another fallacy of false dichotomy.  One can appeal to both truth and how that truth manifests itself in ones life and worldview.  Neo places far too much emphasis upon “what I’ve experienced” (61) and minimizes absolute knowable truth.  Neo’s comments are alluring since most believers want to avoid conflict.  Interestingly, New Testament believers living in a premodern epoch (i.e., who were not influenced by modernity) defended the Christian belief in a variety of cultures and drew clear lines between truth and falsehoods (1 Tim 4:1-3; 2 Tim 3:14-18).  Whether Paul stood before the Sanhedrin council, Felix (Acts 24), Festus (Acts 25), the Areopagus (Acts 17:16-34), he presented the gospel in a clear, authoritative and persuasive manner.   In Titus 1:9, Paul said the church leader should hold “fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, that he may be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.”   

Jesus said the world would hate His disciples as they dispense the truth (John 17:14ff).  The hatred occurs in response to the authoritative truth regarding Jesus’ Lordship.  True living faith and commitment to Scriptures cannot simply create a neutral affinity with the unbeliever and certainly not with false teachers.  No one should intentionally antagonize another but the exclusive nature and authority of the gospel will create tension and rejection.  McLaren is correct that many televangelists simply misrepresent false religions rather than portray the realities of Christianity.  However, Neo’s description of only having an open neutral discussion, which he depicts with his dance metaphor, is both incorrect and destructive (62).  Neither Paul nor any other New or Old Testament writer merely dialogued with false teachers or with those in false religions.  
Interestingly the Johannine letters, which emphasize the knowledge of God within the purview of relationships also emphatically insist that false teaching not be allowed.  John writes: 

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world.  By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God;  and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; and this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already in the world.  You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world (1 John 4:1-4)
And later John writes:

Anyone who goes too far and does not abide in the teaching of Christ, does not have God; the one who abides in the teaching, he has both the Father and the Son. If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not receive him into your house, and do not give him a greeting (2 John 9-10).
In Galatians 1:9, Paul writes, “As we have said before, so I say again now, if any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, let him be accursed.”  These references do not imply generic nonpersuaive dialogue.  Certainly open dialogue is important though staunchly defending the faith is crucial. 

Practical and Methodological Areas of Concern:

Further concerns involve the logical errors and methodology throughout the book.  As previously indicated, McLaren uses the either or scenario (false dichotomy) throughout his book.  Unfortunately, many of the issues McLaren raises are not simply an either or scenario but a both and scenario.  The reader is simply invited to either stay in the fading church, which is blinded by modernity, or adopt his views and enter into the exciting church of post-modernity which emphasizes personal experience equal to or over Scripture.   

Neo is portrayed as the likeable, open, tolerant, thinking postmodernist who is generally unwilling to take issue with those who disagree.  Neo is more interested in personal relationships than any type of certainty that might create division.  This portrayal of Neo creates a type of subtle or veiled arrogance attributed to those in the book that take issue with Neo’s views (e.g., 61).   Any one who disagrees with this open-minded approach is usually marginalized as someone stuck in modernity or even portrayed as a fundamentalist.  Rarely does Neo provide any reasoned premise or rational Scriptural support for his statements.  He simply uses emotive phrases (e.g., “If you’ve got some fundies after you” 8) and then moves on to another subject.  The reader is left with the impression that Neo’s questions and views are unanswerable. 

Throughout the book, McLaren builds a straw man to only tear him down.  His description that evangelicalism is simply “perpetually preserving the 1950’s” (97) is indeed a misrepresentation.  Further to say that evangelicals who do not change and accept his new postmodern approach will be like “the Amish of tomorrow” (97) is equally unfortunate.  Evangelism is a broad growing diverse movement (with a presuppositional commitment to Scripture) that defies that type of simplistic caricature.  Equally disturbing is McLaren’s (through Neo) analogy that modern evangelicalism is likened to a necessary though passing stage of puberty (15, 19, 27) and that the modern version of Christianity is soon to be a medieval cathedral (38).  Elsewhere, McLaren (through Neo) says that “modern Christianity has too often acted as if the only kind of righteousness that mattered was the kind of righteousness of the scribe and Pharisees-the righteousness of nice, clean legalistic monads who managed to stay disconnected and disinfected on the other side of the street (101).   

Certainly the modern church has many shortcomings.  However, these descriptions are reductionistic.  Instead of offering any tangible, rational dialogue, they function as a form of literary intimidation to evoke a kind of emotional dilemma.  They promote the persona of either staying in the fading cathedral of modernity or getting on board to postmodern church.  Perhaps a third option not mentioned in the book would be to reexamine what Scripture teaches regarding the nature of the church. 

Equally disturbing is McLaren’s portrayal of systematic theology and theological education.  According to Brian McLaren’s own web page (www.anewkindofchristian.com/biography.html) he did not graduate from a theological institution but rather holds a BA and MA from the University of Maryland.  One wonders if McLaren really has an understanding of the history of evangelicalism and awareness of the sophistication of current graduate theological education.  He certainly does not appear to have an appreciation of either.  

McLaren (through Neo) asserts that the very idea of having systems of theology is a product of modernity and diminishes the value of theology.  McLaren (through Neo) defines theology as a story of how people sought and learned about God through the centuries (161) and says theology is not “a list of beliefs or an outline of beliefs” (161).   He wonders “if there will even be a postmodern systematic theology” (163) and wonders if this new “generation will focus more on the creation of Christian cultures that embody our faith in ritual, art, liturgy, community, and mission” (163).   Through Neo, McLaren ruminates on his idea of theology in the postmodern world:

I wonder if theology in the new millennium will be more like scenario creation. If God is like this, what would the universe be like?  And it would go the other way too: if the universe is like this, then what might that tell us about God? (161).  

He claims that “Six months in a McDonalds might build more spiritual maturity into a young man or woman than sixty credits of harmartiology, soteriology, and all the rest” (162).  Interestingly, McLaren’s ultra-simplistic views of Bible that occur throughout the book involve the areas of harmartiology and soteriology.  

Theologies and systems of belief are not simply products of modernity.  The early creedal statements (Apostles creed, Nicene creed, etc.) along the church fathers (Tertullian, Ignatuis, and certainly Augustine) all indicate an attempt to construct a coherent compilation of what the Bible teaches on various subjects.  Good and scholarly systematic theologies discuss presuppositional awareness and preunderstanding, degrees of authority within theological statements, and provide historical investigation beyond their own time era.  Theologians do extensive historical research of doctrinal development and many consult or even build their works upon Augustine and others (who were not influenced by modernity).  A good theology is also exegetically based upon a Greek and Hebrew understanding, and an understanding of the historical and cultural nuances of the Biblical authors time period, along with an understanding of Biblical theology.  
McLaren’s (through Neo) depreciation of systematic theology is very disturbing.  Systematic theologians attempt to identify and correlate various passages and doctrines to present a logical composite understanding of what the Bible teaches on various subjects.  Doctrine and theology are critical.  If one does not believe correctly regarding Jesus or salvation then one cannot be a Christian.  Not only do Systematic theologians seek to define the essence of Christianity and how a Christian is to think and behave, they also serve to defend the Christian belief system against competing truth claims.  Perhaps this is why McLaren (though Neo) has such an aversion to the very discipline of Systematic theology.  Theology both defines truth assertions and defends them against competing systems and interpretations.  
McLaren (through Neo) says that nearly all seminaries “are working on the modern model” (145) and says that “it would be so good if there was a seminary that was preparing you for ministry in 2040 not 1940” (145).  McLaren through Neo believes that “Libraries and classrooms would be optional” (162).  Later he writes, “in the most modern world we disabuse ourselves of the myth that theory precedes practice” (162).  Today evangelicals have some of the finest institutionalized learning and ministry equipping centers within the history of the church.   McLaren’s comments are both uninformed and unfortunate. 

Ultimately each person is to evaluate competing truth claims through the lens of Scripture.  The Scripture present an affinity and love between the believer and Word of God (Ps 19; Ps 119; 1 Peter 2:2; 1 Thess 2:13; 1 Tim 4:13-16; 5:17; 2 Tim 3:14-17).  Jesus said, “man shall not live by bread alone but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Mat 4:4).  This affinity between the believer and the authority of the Scripture is simply not reflected in the book.  Further, the reader must ask himself/ herself this question; should Neo serve as the prototype as the new kind of Christian that believers should emulate?  This reviewer finds no pleasure in providing a critical review of this nature.  However, he answers the question regarding Neo serving as an example of the new kind of Christian with a resounding no!  
McLaren never entertains the idea in the book that perhaps that Scripture might (and does) critique both the modern and postmodern ways of life and belief.  Nowhere in the book does McLaren allude that the wickedness of the human heart and evil spiritual forces constitute legalism, shallowness, and mean spiritedness.  The vices enumerated by McLaren are not new to contemporary evangelicalism, modernity or even premodernity.  Paul roots these vices in the flesh (Gal 5:16-26).  These kinds of vices appear throughout both the Old and New Testament.  McLaren’s proposal goes far beyond a model or method of ministry.  Through his fictional dialogue, McLaren is proposing a decentralization of the Scriptures and thus he is in conflict with the Scripture itself and not simply with the views of the church in modernity. 

