Matthew W. Charlton
“That’s Not So Odd: The Spiritless Church in a Post-Christian Age”
The Oxford Institute of Methodist Theological Studies
Christ Church, Oxford
August 12-21, 2007
It is difficult to say whether the church is in transition, is in its death throes, or is
like it always has been. Stanley Hauerwas is more direct: “God is killing Protestantism in
America, and we deserve it.”1 We deserve it, continues Hauerwas, because Christians are
civilized, their behaviors policed by success or failure in social and civic structures rather
than being oriented to Jesus. Why is this the state of affairs of the Christian church in
America? What is so different about the church NOW that is unlike any other period in
its history? It is fascinating to think that at one point in the church’s early history, the
apologists had to defend against the accusation that Christians were drinking the blood of
children. There was also the prospect of martyrdom in defense of the faith, accounts of
which are meant to be a spiritual motivation for others to follow the same path and to
display to the world that the Christian faith is not some other Galilean cult, but is a faith
that is sustained by God and founded in God’s Son, Jesus Christ.2
Not that we would want to return to the age of martyrdom and seek to be accused
of infanticide, but the very oddity of the church with its propositions of faith, are what
give the church the unique qualities that distinguish it from other institutions. The fact of
the matter is that in this post-Christian age, the church is not all that strange or odd.3 The
Western world is too used to the church. Contextually, I primarily speak of United
Methodist churches in the United States, where the church’s beliefs and practices largely
have been undermined to serve the ends of a post-Christian people interested in a cultural
recreational religion (if any at all), not the disciplined and social faith Wesley understood
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Methodism to be or, much less, the nascent and unpredictable faith of the ancients.4 The
cause of our malaise is the institutionalization and domestication of the church: the
church made tame.5 This institutionalization and domestication arises internally by action
on the church’s part or externally through some effect of modern culture (some have
pointed to technology, globalization, etc. as examples). The institutionalized church in a
post-Christian culture does not offer a significant challenge to that culture because such a
challenge would threaten the church’s comfort with itself and reveal the extent to which
the church has strayed from its foundation as the Body of Christ. The familiar and
comfortable church is preferred.
This analysis is sufficiently well-known so as to evoke an ever increasing number
of books on post-modern and post-Christian ecclesiology, as well as the manifold
proposals from leaders for church “revitalization.”6 The comforting effects of cultural
accommodation were also well-known enough to John Wesley that he regularly preached
against systemic Christian indolence and its scandalizing impact on Christian faith and
life. We could also point to the Magisterial Reformers, St. Augustine, the early Christian
apologists, and St. Paul as evidence that conditions like I have described have pertained
in the church throughout its history. The teaching of Jesus to “Go and do” is a constant
and strange challenge to those who would follow Jesus in any age. So, again, what is so
different now?
The difference is that we regularly speak of living in a post-Christian age. The
idea of post-Christian has “precise connotations as designating a religious position that
was definitely theistic but which had abandoned the Christian myth.”7 It is not my
intention to debate the merits of the phrase, but simply to use it describe a kind of
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religious reality in which people will gather for worship, such as it is, to little or no effect,
personally or communally. The institutionalized, domesticated, civic religion of Western
Christianity fits this description.
In this paper, I suggest that to counter the deadening effects of such a religion, the
church must recover its “oddity” as the strange embodiment of Christ. This does not
mean that there is not a sense of the “familiar” about the church, for while the church
may be odd, it is not alien, unnatural or incomprehensible. A church in the post-Christian
age will identify with the oddity of the gospel of Jesus and be “at-odds” with that which
seeks to undermine the gospel. Thus, a specifically and intentionally odd Christianity will
be “at-odds” with a post-Christian milieu.
In the first part, I will briefly address how the church is not as odd as it should be,
where the “familiar” church is missing, or missing out on, the disturbing presence of the
Holy Spirit in its community life. This is the spiritless church in the post-Christian age. In
the second part, I will suggest the outline of an ecclesiology of oddity, arguing that the
desire to save whole lives is the principle purpose of the church in the Wesleyan tradition.
When the church seeks to save a whole life it relinquishes its “familiar” role as the
purveyor of vague spiritual solutions for cultural ills in favor of the distinctly “odd” role
of offering a life-giving and disciplined mission against the persistent threat of death. The
church becomes the source of the flourishing of life through the Holy Spirit who enriches
and empowers the mission to save whole lives by offering the strangeness of holiness and
the oddity of discipline.

Part I: The Familiar Church

The section characterizes briefly what is intended with the title “the spiritless
church in the post-Christian age.” Mainline Protestant churches are dying due to their
inability to become more than the institutionalization of a form of social/civic religion.
These are the churches that will have a mighty row over the placement of the national
flag in the sanctuary but cannot quit muster the same energy to help those in need. These
churches thrive on the administrative duties peculiar to their situation, where there is an
eagerness to serve on administrative boards that have control over the money and
3

facilities, while there is a severe lack of strong vocational service in ministry areas like
teaching, witnessing, and service to the community.
A spiritless church has undergone a shift in identity from the community gathered
as the Body of Christ to a community determined by institutional maintenance.
Accompanying this shift is a corresponding change in the sense of vocation from an
orientation toward the Great Commission to one of stability and order. This church is the
“familiar” church, where communal action is defined as institutional survival.
When confronted by the distinct call of Christian vocation, the familiar church
responds defensively. This response is rooted in the anxiety of abandonment and the
prospect of death.8 The anxiety of abandonment is caused by the crisis of lost vocation.
The prospect of death is, on a local level, the possibility of the closure of a local church.
On a global level, the prospect of death is a threat to livelihood, to which global church
leaders respond with protectionist strategies, which further speaks to how deeply
institutionalized the modern mainline church is.
The immediate problem for the familiar church is the prospect of death.
Theologically, the church faces death because it has lost its foundation in Jesus Christ.
Practically, the church faces death because it no longer has the call of Jesus Christ as its
primary mission, operating without the merits of the distinctly Christian mission. Michael
Jenkins has suggested that the facing of death is related to the fear of the impossibility of
resurrection, which is also the fear of what is unknown and outside the “normal course of
events.”9 The familiar church is the one that maintains its existence solely within the
“normal course of events.” There is no contingency planning, so to speak, for the
possibility of the real resurrection of Jesus. Communal affirmation of a real
eschatological hope (“Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done”) is met with dread, as it is a
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recognition of an affirmed end coupled with the fear of death through the unknown. The
fear of an unknown future, in the absence of faith in an affirmation of the known future of
the Kingdom of God, fills the familiar church with dread as it sees only an end and not a
new beginning in the eschatological future.
Thus, for the familiar church, the prospect/facing of death is very real. It is more
real for those involved in it than the reality of the faith which that church is meant to
communicate as the gospel. Thus, on the one hand, we could argue that the fear of death
rises from a lack of faith in the promises of God. On the other hand, we could point to a
failure of leadership, armed with a dysfunctional theology, which has led the church to
place its faith in the false god of temporality and institutionalization.10
The question must be asked: why is the familiarity of institutionalization not
desirable and, why does this institutionalization lead to death? A distinction needs to be
drawn between the church as the “institutional mediation” of the gospel of salvation and
the institutionalization of the church, which is intended for the maintenance of a system.
Karl Rahner lines outs the former distinction: “The historical continuation of Christ in
and through the community of those who believe in him, and who recognize him
explicitly as the mediator of salvation in a profession of faith, is what we call the church.”
Thus, the church is “the institutional constitution of the religion of the absolute mediator
of salvation.”11 The church as an institution has a specific task: to be the Body of Christ
for its time. As an institution, the church carries forward the tradition of the gospel and
offers its histories, practices of worship, and theological reflection to aid in the task of
offering the salvation of Jesus Christ. These positive influences edify the church (the
community of those who believe in Jesus), and give it life and purpose.
Institutionalization is the establishment of the church within the social and civic
hierarchy, as part of the apparatus of civil life. The purpose of such a church is largely
social in the sense of providing an outlet for the shared life of participants. The gospel
appears as an after-thought, and then only in an attempt to shore up the crumbling
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infrastructure of a dying institution. Yet, to institutionalize appears to be a good idea,
especially in this era of saving, having a nest egg, and retiring comfortably. The church
begins to reflect the wishes of its members and leaders, rather than the mission of church
reflecting on and changing the whole lives of those associated with it. Death comes
precisely at this instant; that is, when the church is formed to fit the model of the times
rather than modeling the times after the Kingdom of God witnessed to by the church of
Jesus Christ.
The prospect of death in a familiar church creates anxiety amongst its members.
This anxiety is the result of a sense of lost mission; that is, the people intuitively know
that the church has lost its proper direction and is no longer engaged in the worship of
God and the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus. This anxiety creates and enables “bad
actors,” the bane of every preacher who has encountered them. Theologically speaking,
this anxiety results from the misperception of abandonment by the disturbing presence of
the Holy Spirit.

Part II: An Ecclesiology of Oddity

The first part of this paper was intended to be briefly descriptive of the conditions
of the church as I often find it, through direct and indirect experience. In this second part,
I will begin to sketch out a constructive ecclesiology of an “odd” church.12 An “odd”
church is one that revels in the oddity of holiness and the strangeness of discipline. This
church thrives and is made alive by living in and with the disturbing presence of the Holy
Spirit as the advocate for the Body of Christ. An odd church lives on the edge of
institutional demise by constantly threatening its own survival for the sake of the
Kingdom of God. The model of the odd church is found in Jesus’ instructions to the
disciples, as they are sent out to proclaim the good news: “As you go, proclaim the good
news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the
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lepers, cast out demons. You received without payment; give without payment. Take no
gold, or silver, or copper in your belts, no bag for your journey, or two tunics, or sandals,
or a staff; for laborers deserve their food” (Matthew 10: 7-10 NRSV). Jesus sends the
disciples out to proclaim the gospel, depending solely on God’s provision. In these days,
such trust in providence as a measure of faith is odd. For the church and for Christianity,
this begins with Jesus.

Jesus, Trinity, and Church

Without Jesus Christ, there is no church. There would be no possibility for the
familiar church to die or the odd church to be odd. Jesus is the founder of the church and
remains its Lord throughout history. The founding of the church is an event and act of
grace. As such, the church is not a perennial community, constituted and maintained
through its own internal power. It constantly must be formed and reformed around the
gospel of Jesus. The confessional prayer of the church recognizes the necessity of this
constant communal spiritual reformation, saying: “We have failed to be an obedient
church, we have not done your will, we have broken your law, we have rebelled against
your love, we have not loved our neighbors, and we have not heard the cry of the
needy.”13 This prayer is a cry for the love of God to reign again in the church. It is
recognizing that the church itself has sinned in its lack of trust in God’s provision and
instruction and seeks to be reformed into the image of the Body of Christ.
Jürgen Moltmann describes a christocentric church in which the identification of the
church with social/civic religion will lead the church to alienation from its mission under
the crucified Christ. He writes that “The crisis of the church in present-day society is not
merely the critical choice between assimilation or retreat into the ghetto, but the crisis of
its own existence as the church of the crucified Christ…for only by Christ is it possible to
tell what is a Christian church and what is not. Whether or not Christianity, in an
alienated, divided and oppressive society, itself becomes alienated, divided and an
accomplice of oppression, is ultimately decided only by whether the crucified Christ is a
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stranger to it or the Lord who determines the form of its existence.”14 For Moltmann, the
image of the Body of Christ is the image of the crucified Christ. The church reflects, and
is, the image of Christ when it participates in the world as Christ did. The work of the
church, so the speak, is to re-enact, in the spirit of eschatological hope, the ministry of
Jesus in loving and suffering.15
With Christ as the founder of the church, the church is formed in response to and in
order to proclaim the strange encounter of God with humankind in the incarnation and the
resurrection. These historical events are signs of divine love, made intelligible for us by
the actions and teaching of Jesus in history. In the trinitarian analysis, Jesus Christ as the
revealed love of God opens up the knowledge of God’s desire for our salvation through
what has been revealed in Christ and what is advocated of God by the Holy Spirit. The
mission of the church is to dwell and order its life in the love, knowledge, and advocacy
of God as Trinity.
Briefly, there are three moments of action for the church related to this trinitarian
analysis. The first moment in the love, knowledge and advocacy of God is manifested as
trust. The church trusts that the promises of God are true and have been fulfilled in the
ministry of Christ and are being fulfilled in the ministry of the Spirit. The second moment
is vocation. The church relies on its trust in God for the call to the ministry of the
Kingdom. In this way, the church will form its life around faith and in the calling of God
to ministry in the world. The third moment is provision. The church has the faith that its
vocation will be nurtured and fulfilled through the providential care of God. These
moments correspond to ways in which the odd church is against the fears that
characterize the familiar church.
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Against Abandonment

The odd church lives in the presence of the Advocate, whose presence
undermines and overcomes the anxiety of abandonment with compassion, instruction,
and guidance.16 In John’s farewell discourse Jesus instructed the disciples to “not let your
hearts be troubled.” Again, in speaking further about the characteristics of the Holy
Spirit, Jesus continues, “But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in
my name will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you. Peace I
leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give as the world gives. Do not let your
hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid” (John 14: 26-27, NRSV). The presence
of the Spirit, perceived through faith in the promises of God, releases the anxiety of fear
and restores the church and its members to full life in Christ. This is a characteristic
Wesleyan claim that the grace of God is therapeutic.17 Maddox writes that Holy Spirit is
at the center of Wesley’s conception of the Christian life, “that Wesley equated the Holy
Spirit with God’s gracious empowering presence restored through Christ.”18 While
Wesley never ventured “systematically” into pneumatology, he was often satisfied to
write about the Holy Spirit by emphasizing the convicting nature and presence of the
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Spirit, the role of the Spirit for instruction of the “law of faith” (primarily through the
doctrine of the church)19, and the Spirit as a guide into a life of grace.20
For Wesley, the Holy Spirit is the presence of God in life and in the church,
steering humankind away from the death-dealing effects of sin and sin’s misdirection into
the unnatural. As the convicting presence of God, the Holy Spirit is disturbing, upsetting
the unnatural order of things established by a world run amuck in its persistent and
pernicious denials of grace. The conviction of sin by the disturbance of the Holy Spirit is
God as Trinity seeking set a-right (reclaim our natural, created being) by being at-odds
with the familiarity of the grace-denying world and its celebration of fallenness. The
church proclaims this as the gospel of Jesus. Thus, the odd church possesses the
evangelistic character of calling sin into account through the proclamation of conviction
and grace. This church, through the Holy Spirit, names sin in order to compassionately
unsettle the settledness of sin and the sense of abandonment it produces. Abandonment is
replaced by Presence.

Against Death

The odd church has as its trust Jesus Christ, the crucified and resurrected, who
provides for and sustains the life and mission of the church against the persistent threat of
death. Death in modernity is understood in two senses: spiritual death and physical death.
Spiritual death is reduced to psychology, as a function of a disabled and disoriented mind.
The fear of spiritual death, formerly in use in convicting of sin, is seen as debilitating, an
adjustment disorder. Physical death is the great fear of modern times, evidenced by every
effort to hold death at bay. The fear of this death itself is a sign of the lack of trust in the
promises of God. The song of praise for God’s victory over death is lost in this instance:
“Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O
death, is your sting?” (1 Corinthians 15:54b-55, NRSV).
The theological analysis of death confutes the two senses of death into one: the
spiritual and physical are not separate ideas. The spiritual subsumes the physical.21 The
19
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singular fear of death, and death itself, is graciously overcome by the offering of the love
of God in Christ. Is the fear of death also the fear of the promises of grace, as in the fear
of the unknown? Again, we see the central importance of trust as faith as constitutive of
the Christian life. While the end of death is found in grace, the Christian must trust in the
promises of grace to overcome the fear of death. It is in the moment of trust that the new
birth occurs, which is a reformation the spiritual life and a reformation of the physical
life, enacted by grace.22 The new birth is ultimately the promise of eschatological life in
God’s kingdom, but can begin to be realized in the wholeness of life now.23 Death is
replaced by Life.

The Church and The Spirit: Saving Whole Lives

An ecclesiology of oddity is aligned against abandonment and death and with the
love, knowledge, and advocacy of God as revealed in historical/spiritual ministry of Jesus
Christ. His ministry was “against the grain” as he sought to reform sinful life into a whole
and complete life: heart, soul, strength, and mind (Luke 10: 27). This is the ministry that
Jesus left to the church, inherent in sending of the Great Commission to make disciples.
And, whereas John Wesley sought to reform the church along the lines of discipleship in
21
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Christ through holiness of heart and by the disciplined life, it is appropriate to claim that
the principle purpose of the church in the Wesleyan Tradition is to seek to save whole
lives in the same fashion as Jesus. The Methodists have already been accused of holding
strange practices and principles, none of which, according to Wesley, are contrary to the
Word of God and all of which are in agreement with scripture and the doctrine of the
church expressed in the Articles of Religion (of Wesley’s Church of England, primarily,
but also those of the United Methodist Church).24 In terms of being called names, the
Methodists should have no difficulty with being called odd, provided their faithful
practices of discipleship merit the term. To that end, the odd church in the post-Christian
age possesses certain characteristics that set it at-odds with a global culture that is
trending toward a massive economic and pseudo-social individualism.25
To draw this very brief paper to close, I will briefly name and describe the
characteristics of the “odd” church. The central feature, from which the others stem, is
Holiness. The odd church is holy, so called out of its knowledge of redemption through
Christ and of the redemption of each member. For Wesley, the holiness of the church was
directly related to the holiness of its members.26 Such holiness was encouraged and
ensured by the application of Discipline as discipleship. For this reason, the odd church
practices discipline, places gospel expectations on its members, and calls into account
those who fail to meet the expectations of the church.27 The discipline of individual
members is the duty of the whole church under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. It is the
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responsibility of the church to attend to discipline and to not relinquish that responsibility
to individual decision, where the hardness of discipline will fall prey to the ease of
modern life.28 For Wesleyans, the chief category of discipline is attending to all the
ordinances of God: prayer, fasting, searching the scriptures, celebration of the Lord’s
Supper, and so on.
Health and wholeness, advocacy, and hope are the remaining characteristics. The
odd church encourages wholeness in heart and life by emphasizing the importance of
caring for the created body. The odd church is the advocate for those who cannot, or will
not advocate, for themselves. Their model is the Holy Spirit, who is the Advocate present
in the midst of the sense of abandonment and death. Finally, the odd church is full of
hope. This is the hope for the reign of the Kingdom of God.
When the church seeks to save whole lives, it is bringing all of these odd
characteristics to bear on the Christian life in an effort to follow the command of Christ to
make disciples and to reform the world. If the church in the United States is to be
revitalized, it must release its familiar role of stability and order, and seek to be shunned
by the world it seeks to change. The ministry of Jesus is not meant for our happiness and
comfort, but for our salvation.

28

Albert Borgmann argues that the ease of modern life, which he would call the culture of technology, is an
illusion of ease. We have just become used to technological things and practices, having lost the ability to
distinguish real from faux-real (he uses the example of Cool Whip: not real whipped cream, it tastes good,
but is nothing like the real thing). Borgmann advocates the recovery of focal things and practices that orient
our lives around grace, for instance. See Power Failure: Christianity in the Culture of Technology. (Grand
Rapids: Brazos, 2003).

13

