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Saturday, One 

Being Christian in 21
st
 Century: Speaking Christian   

The Need to Redeem Christian Language 

 
I. The Premise: Religions are like languages.  To be part of a religion includes   

using, hearing, and understanding that religion’s language.   To be Jewish means 

“speaking Jewish,” to be Muslim means “speaking Muslim,” to be Buddhist means 

“speaking Buddhist.”  So also, to be Christian means “speaking Christian.”  Of course, 

religions are about more than “speaking,” about more than “words.” They also involve a 

way of seeing reality and an “ethos,” a way of life.  But all of this is conveyed in 

language, in words. 

 *Analogy to being French, or Turkish, or Korean (and so forth) 

*An illuminating  phrase from recent scholarship: Religions are “cultural-linguistic 

traditions” (George Lindbeck, 1984).  Something simple and important is meant: each 

religions originated in a particular culture and used the language of that culture, even if it 

also challenged that culture.  Religions that survived over time became cultural-linguistic 

traditions themselves, each with its own language, stories, understandings, and ethos.  

 

II. The Problem: Christian language in our time is often unfamiliar and even more 

often misunderstood.  

*An unfamiliar language.  In recent decades, more and more people have grown up 

“unchurched.”   (In the U.S., people born from 1964 onward….) 

*A misunderstood language.  Why?  Two central features of the “common Christianity” 

of the recent past that have shaped the meanings of much of Christian language.  

*By “common Christianity,” I mean simply what most Christians learned growing 

up and thus took-for-granted and shared in common not so long ago. It continues 

today as the heart of fundamentalist and conservative Christianity.  It is also 

affirmed by some within mainline denominations. 

1. First Feature: The Literalization of Christian Language.   

*Hard form: everything the Bible says is the literal, factual, and absolute revelation of 

God.   If the Bible says something happened, it happened.  If the Bible says something is 

wrong, it’s wrong. Goes with claims of biblical inerrancy/infallibility. 

 Example: Genesis versus evolution….  

*A softer form: not everything in the Bible is literally and absolutely true.  But the really 

important things are. Often a “taken-for-granted” literalism, not an insistent literalism. 

*Biblical inerrancy and literalism are modern, neither ancient nor traditional.  

 

2.  Second Feature: An Understanding of Christianity’s Core Message  
A memory exercise. Suppose you had been asked at the end of childhood, at age twelve or 

so, to state the heart of the Christian message,“the gospel,”in a sentence, what would 

you have said?  Why did Christianity matter? Why should you or anybody be Christian?  

*My answer at the end of childhood: Jesus died for our sins so that we can be forgiven 

and go to heaven.  Note what it emphasizes: the afterlife; our sinfulness; and Jesus’ death 

as the basis for our forgiveness.   

*Not peculiar to my upbringing, but was/is central to “common Christianity” 



This understanding shapes the meaning of much of Christian language.  Words have 

their meanings within contexts, within frameworks.  “Elephant” means something quite 

different in the context of a zoo, a poem, a political cartoon. Within the framework of 

common Christianity (examples, not a comprehensive list): 

*Salvation is about “eternal life” – about going to heaven. Saved means to be saved from 

our sins.  Savior refers to Jesus as the one who does this.  But 

*Sacrifice refers to Jesus’ death on the cross as payment for our sins. But  

*Mercy is what we need from God: to be forgiven in spite of our wrongdoing. But  

*Repentance is contrition about our sins and resolving to try to live otherwise. But 

*Redeem, redeemer, and redemption: Jesus redeems us from our sins; he is the redeemer 

who brings about our redemption. But 

*Faith, believing, means believing all of this to be true, usually literally true. But 

*Gently: all of this is wrong. The meanings of these words in the Bible are much 

different, richer and fuller.  The common meanings distort the biblical meanings.    

*Common Christianity also affects how the creeds and the eucharist are understood, 

making them difficult for many Christians. Hence the need to redeem, reclaim Christian 

language – to learn how to “speak Christian” again. 

 

III. A Case Study: Redeeming the Word “Salvation” (and “Saved,” “Savior”)  

*One of the “big” Christian words – as central to Christianity as nirvana…. 

*For many today, a “loaded” word; it carries a lot of baggage. But in the Bible:     

1. In the Old Testament: Salvation, saved and savior are used in the story of the exodus 

from Egypt; in the context of Israel’s deliverance from exile; in the Psalms, where they 

often refer to deliverance from enemies or illness. 

*They are not about an afterlife; and the issue is often not sin, but liberation from 

bondage, return from exile, healing of disease, deliverance from enemies…. 

2. In the New Testament, these uses continue, even as the words are sometimes 

associated with life after death and with the forgiveness of sins.  But that is not their 

primary meaning.  

3. Their Primary Biblical Meanings: “salvation” is about transformation in this life, 

this side of death - the transformation of ourselves and of the world.  It’s both personal 

and political, concerns both individuals and the transformation of societies.  

4. Multiple Biblical Images for Salvation. The transformation from:  

 Bondage to liberation  

Exile/estrangement to re-connection 

 Sickness/woundedness to wholeness 

 Blindness to seeing 

 Death to life 

Anxiety to freedom from anxiety 

Self-preoccupation to the ability to be present and compassionate  

A world of injustice to a world of justice  

A world of violence and war to a world of non-violence and peace 

All of this is what salvation is about. Transformation as a concise crystallization of 

what Christianity and the Christian life are about. 

*Story about “What’s our product?”   

*Transformation is our “product,” message. It responds to our deepest yearning. 
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Being Christian in the 21
st
 Century 

Beyond Literalism 
 

The Need to Move Beyond Literalism  
(1) In the U.S., more people have left the church because of literalism than for any other 

reason. And many non-Christians stay away from Christianity for the same reason. 

(2) Most of us have heard literalist understandings of Christian language used in 

dogmatic and sometimes aggressive ways to exclude people. 

(3) Many within mainline churches cannot be literalists but are uncertain about what to 

do with biblical/ Christian language, thus abandoning it to more conservative Christians. 

So: How might we understand this ourselves, and help others to see it? 

I. Christian Literalism is Modern (not ancient and traditional). 

1. It is recent: the product of the last 300 years – because of the collision between the 

Enlightenment and Christianity.   

*Biblical literalism is associated with biblical infallibility/inerrancy 

 *Infallibility/inerrancy first affirmed in second half of 1600s 

*Prior to the modern period, a literal-factual reading of the Bible was not emphasized. 

What mattered most was the more-than-literal meaning, the metaphorical or symbolic or 

figurative meaning. 

 

2. The Ambiguity of Literalism. What does it mean to say, “I take the Bible literally”? 

Is anybody REALLY a literalist? 

*Does God have hands (“the right hand of God”).  Does God think? 

*Do snakes ever talk? (Garden of Eden story) 

*A further ambiguity. Some people confuse “taking the Bible seriously” with 

“taking the Bible literally” Example: 48% of Americans think the world is less 

than 10,000 years old.  Why?  Because they belong to churches that teach that 

taking the Bible seriously means taking it literally. 

 

II. The Alternative to Literalism: A Historical-Metaphorical Approach to Biblical 

and Christian Language 

*Historical.  Not, “Did this really happen?”, but what did this language mean in its 

ancient historical context? 

*Metaphorical: the more-than-literal, more-than-historical, more-than-factual meaning of 

language.             The “surplus of meaning” that language can carry. 

*“The Bible is true, and some of it happened.” 

*Thomas Mann: a myth is a story about the way things never were but always are 

*“Theology [the language of theology] is poetry plus, not science minus” 

 

III. Beyond Literalism: Our Language about God 

*When language about God is understood literally or semi-literally, the result is 

supernatural theism – thinking of God as a person-like being “out there,” separate from 

the universe, and who relates to the world through intervention. 
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*Illustrating How Metaphorical Language for God “Works”: An Exercise. 

Below is a partial list of biblical metaphors for God.  About each, ask the following 

question (with each metaphor filling in the blank): “How is God like ______?  What 

makes _____ a good metaphor for God?” 

God is (like) a rock.           God is (like) light.           God is (like) fire 

God is (like) a shepherd     God is (like) a king         God is (like) a father 

God is (like) a mother        God is (like) wind God is (like) breath 

 

*The most adequate language for God: God as the encompassing Spirit. As “the one 

in whom we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17.28) 

 *We live within God – the universe is shot through with the presence of God 

*God as transcendent (more than the universe) and immanent (present 

everywhere).  This way of thinking about God is commonly called panentheism. 

*Finally: ultimately, God, the sacred, “what is,” is beyond all language….Language can 

only point, stammer, stutter 

 

IV. Beyond Literalism: Our Language about Jesus 

*Jesus as “Son of God” and “Lord.”   

*When taken literally: the historical Jesus was a divine being 

*When taken metaphorically: it counters Roman imperial theology which 

affirmed that the emperor was Son of God, Lord, and Savior.  Jesus is this – 

Caesar is not. Jesus is Lord – the lords of this world are not.  It’s about revelation 

(where do you see God?) and loyalty (allegiance, faithfulness).  

*Divine conception – Jesus as conceived by God’s Spirit   

*When this is taken literally: a spectacular miracle 

*When this is taken metaphorically: also counters Roman imperial theology and 

affirms that what happened in Jesus was “of the Spirit,” “of God” 

*Jesus as dying for our sins, as sacrifice for sin   

*When taken literally: God requires satisfaction – without the shedding of Jesus’     

  blood, there is no forgiveness.  Somebody must be punished.  God as punitive. 

*When taken metaphorically:  a metaphorical proclamation of radical grace – God  

  has already taken care of whatever we think separates us from God 

*Easter: God raised Jesus.  

*When taken literally: a spectacular “once upon a time” miracle  

*When taken metaphorically, its meanings are twofold: (1) Jesus lives – he 

continues to be known. (2) God has vindicated Jesus – Jesus is Lord, and the 

rulers of this world are not.  These are the NT meanings.   

 

 

[If a church isn’t explicit about not understanding Christian language literally, most 

newcomers will assume that it is. How to deal with this?  PERHAPS a statement in the 

bulletin like the following: Being Christian involves being shaped by the language of 

the Christian tradition, including the Bible as the foundation of the tradition.  Some in 

this church understand Christian language quite literally and factually.  Others 

understand it symbolically and metaphorically.  What we share is a common passion 

for the more-than-literal meaning of the stories and teachings that shape us.] 
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Being Christian in the 21
st
 Century 

Beyond Convention: The Christian Life As 

Participating in God’s Passion for Transformation 
 

Comments on title: “beyond convention” and “God’s passion for transformation”  

 
I. Educating about the Christian Life as Intentional and Transformational  

*A negative prologue: being Christian is not primarily about believing a set of 

statements (teachings, beliefs, doctrines) to be true.  To suppose that it is about beliefs is 

to imagine that Jesus purpose was to bring a set of “true doctrines” – “Believe these and 

you’ll be saved.”    

*Rather, the Christian life moves beyond convention to intention and transformation.  

It is about “a way” (the earliest name of the movement, Acts 9.1) , a path of 

transformation.  Major images for “the way” as transformation in the New Testament 

The gospels: Taking up the cross: the path of death and resurrection  

 Paul: Dying and rising with Christ 

 John: Being born again 

*Transformation is the purpose of religions (plural): at their best, they are “means of 

ultimate transformation” (Fredrick Streng) 

*When Christianity is grounded in its biblical base, Christianity is about a twofold 

transformation - of ourselves and of the world.  

*Paul in Rom.12.1-2: “Present yourselves as a living sacrifice….Do not be conformed to 

this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds” (Rom. 12.1-2) 

 

II. Educating about the Transformation of Ourselves. Christianity is about personal 

transformation  in the context of Christian community. Transformation occurs through a 

deeper and deeper centering in God.  This is what the Great Commandment means.  

*Transformation involves practices, spiritual practices.  They are how we pay attention 

to our relationship with God, center more deeply in God, and allow for the 

transformational work of the Spirit in our lives. Like a human relationship, our 

relationship with God deepens by paying attention to it.   

*The most important Christian practices are worship and prayer.  The first is most often 

communal, the second is often individual. 

1. The purposes of worship, the most important collective practice.   

*Its purpose: it’s for us. Worship is directed to God, of course.  But it’s for us… 

1. Draws us out of ourselves 

2. Opens us up 

3. Formative – it forms us, in-forms us 

4. Subversive.  Doxology – the praise of God as the source of all blessings - is 

 subversive (Walter Brueggemann) 

2. The purposes of prayer, the most important individual practice 
*What prayer meant to me as a child: asking for something 

*What it means to me now: it is about paying attention to our relationship with God.   

*Two primary kinds of prayer: verbal and non-verbal 
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 *Verbal: talking to God, whether silently or aloud 

 *Non-verbal: prayer of internal silence, contemplative prayer  

*Prayer is about reminding ourselves in the dailiness of our lives of the reality and 

presence of God.  . 

*Petitionary and intercessory prayer in a non-interventionist context: a natural expression 

of caring and dependence 

  

3. The most important individual ethical practice: compassion. 

*Its centrality and meaning in the Bible.  “Be compassionate as God is compassionate” 

(Luke 6.36).  To be “like a womb”; to feel for others as a mother feels for the children of 

her womb.  Not just a feeling, but a doing: “be compassionate.”  

 

III. Educating about the Transformation of the World – about God’s passion for the 

world.  What does God love?  The world – the whole of creation. John 3.16; Genesis 1 

*The social form of compassion is justice (distributive justice) and peace. This is “God’s 

dream” for the world.  God’s passion for a transformed world of justice and peace is 

central to the OT and NT.  The prophets.      Jesus: the kingdom of God.         Paul.    
*Justice in the Bible is primarily about distributive justice – the fair distribution of 

God’s earth.  Our well-being – that everybody has enough - matters to God.  

*Peace in the Bible includes the ending of war   

1. Educating about distributive justice: the justness or injustice of economic systems 

*The world of the Bible: the ancient domination system – its features: 

*A Bible study of the book of Amos 

*Consciousness-raising about economic justice/injustice today  

 *Median income in the United States today: household is $50K and individual 

 is $28K.  Imagine living on that amount or less – half of people in the U.S. do.  

*The tax cuts of the last ten years have been primarily for the wealthiest 1 % -

those with incomes above $350K a year.  

*See The Sprit Level by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett: developed countries with 

the greatest income inequality (the USA and UK) have the greatest social dysfunction 

2. Educating about peace and non-violence for Christians today 

*The teaching of Jesus and early Christianity for the first 300 years: non-violence 

*The emergence of “just war” theory around 400.  Must be a war of self-defense, a last 

resort, non-combatant immunity, and the “means” used must be proportionate to the 

“ends” that can be accomplished. 

 *Starting a war is prohibited….Pre-emptive war is wrong. 

 *The danger of just-war theory: wars are too easily justified… 

 

*The Christian life/way- intentional Christianity -  is about a relationship with God 

that transforms us. About a deepening and transforming centering in God as known in 

Jesus (“as known in Jesus,” is what makes it Christian, as distinct from other religions)  

Love God – and participate in God’s passion for a better world. 
*The meaning of faith within this vision of the Christian life: Faith is this deepening 

centering in God, marked by (1) commitment, loyalty, allegiance, faithfulness to God and 

God’s passion as known in Jesus; and (2) deepening trust in God (trust as the opposite of 

anxiety).  Faith is about beloving God and trusting in God. 


