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1

1 

When the Church Becomes a Pub,  
and the Immanent Frame Our Map

It was a haunted space. If I paused and blocked out all the ambient noise, 
I could hear it. The faint echoes of life and worship, a century of suffering 
and joy; it all dripped from the walls. You could feel it— if you let yourself. It 
reverberated, ever so softly but assuredly, with all those decades of prayers, 
sermons, funerals, and overall yearning for God’s action.

But I’ll admit it was hard to stay haunted when the wings and riblets were 
so amazing. They melted in your mouth. And the beats and flow of Lizzo 
filled your ears from the speakers above. The overall buzz in what was once 
a sanctuary—now filled with tables of conversation and laughter, waitstaff 
racing from table to table, trays of beer and credit card slips—made it hard 
to hear any past voices of praise for a God who is God in life and death, loss 
and hope. I had to work hard to hang on to the haunting. To remember, in 
this room full of good beer and good fun, that indeed God is God. It seemed 
an unneeded acknowledgment in this space of food, drinks, and commerce, 
even in this space that was once a place of worship.

According to the menu of the Church Brewhouse, yet another microbrewery 
in this newly gentrified midwestern city, the corporate entity that owned the 
Church Brewhouse had taken over the building in 2019. It framed the acquisi-
tion as a service. The church building, with its beautiful stained glass, had sat 
empty in this supposed “reviving” neighborhood for too long. As Starbucks, 
bike shops, loft apartments, and boutiques marched in, taking over block by 
block, shining the streets with their glossy rejuvenation, the church building 
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sat awkwardly as the ghost of a past neighborhood, desperately needing a coat 
of paint and a roof repair. It represented an unwanted monument to a time 
before gentrification. Once the anchor of the neighborhood, it was soon out 
of place, both architecturally and functionally. In this high- tech neighborhood 
the church was as antiquated as a flip phone.

The church building was the last remaining sign of the century before. Even 
as the congregation dwindled in membership and funds, the denomination 
was frozen by what to do with it. Which makes sense: places of tragic death 
are often left abandoned for a time, people paralyzed by what to do with 
these spaces now that they’ve endured such an event. Yet it’s no shame for a 
congregation to close—no failure, necessarily, for a pastor to journey with a 
congregation into death. Even when the church building has been turned into 
a pub, it’s important to remember that the church isn’t a building but a people.

Then again, we as people are bodies that live in spaces. Our spaces take on 
symbolic weight, for these spaces house our experiences and the narratives 
of our lives. To live is to be moving and acting in a space. Because we are 
bodies we can only live in a space, and so space bears the mark of our spirit 
of life. In the case of the church building, it marks our life in relation to the 
life of the living God. Churches don’t need a building. God is never stuck 
in a building. But church communities, because they are the body of Christ, 
can’t be without a space. Congregations inhabit space as the sure sign of life. 
For the human spirit to be alive, it must be in a space. For a church to be in 
Christ, it too must be alive in a space.

When Death Comes to a Church

This connection between space and life was the very reason the denomina-
tion was frozen about what to do with the church building. Both the church’s 
physical shape and locale had witnessed a tragic death, even the bloody vo-
cational murder of a few pastors. Admittedly, that’s a dramatic way to put 
it. But the death that this church community encountered was indeed tragic, 
not because this community died before its time but because it stopped living 
long before its end.

There are two very different kinds of tragic deaths. There is the kind where 
the person or people are living so fully that when death enters the scene it 
comes screeching and snatching. It takes the person from our side. Their life 
was so entwined in ours, their spirit of life so connected to our own spirit, 
that our life had become not only our own but somehow the sum of us living 
with and in their life. Losing them creates a throbbing absence in our being. 
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The fact that this person’s full life is no longer part of the orchestra of life 
is a thought too hard to bear. We painfully sense that they were right in the 
middle of a song when it was abruptly halted. The fact that they are no longer 
living takes some of our own life from us. This is a tragic death because it 
ends life. Mourners say things like, “But we had plans,” “But her laugh . . . I 
need it to live,” and “He was so full of life.”

But there is another kind of tragic death. It’s the kind where a person or a 
people stop living. Their absence, rather than throbbing, instead becomes a 
deeply uncomfortable awareness that one can live a life without truly living at 
all. We grieve not because this person is absent from the orchestra of life but 
because this person stopped playing long ago. They still sit in the orchestra 
pit, but for whatever reason they are unable to take up their instrument. They 
died forgetting or refusing to live. This actuality is hard for the human spirit 
to tolerate because we know that it could happen, and at times has happened, 
to us. We’ve slid into that rut, refusing to live while living. The thought that 
the rut could become too deep to escape, and we could die there, is painful 
to acknowledge.

It was this second kind of death that the community suffered by no lon-
ger living in the space now called the Church Brewhouse. The building was 
solemnly sold off to the corporation. Selling it felt like pawning Grandma’s 
wedding ring after she passed. There was no reason to keep it. It represented 
nothing to anyone living. Grandma had put the ring in a box, along with her 
will to live, long ago. For years, the church had a building but no life. The 
denomination finally sold it after it had sat empty for so long. To liquidate 
one- time symbolic things that represent life (but are no longer imbued with 
it) produces a certain kind of heavy, icky unease.

What Happened?

As I read the three- paragraph history of the pub in the menu, I wondered what 
had happened. Google says that the Church Brewhouse was once a congrega-
tion called Saint John the Baptist. The congregation was formed in 1912 and 
erected the building in 1920, which now proudly boasts the sign “Best Wings 
in Town 2020.” The same young men who worked the mills and factories just 
north of the city, and then gave their youth fighting in the trenches of France, 
built most of the sanctuary with their own hands.

When the stained glass was installed after World War II, it became the 
talk of all the surrounding churches. The beautiful stained glass became a 
space inside a space, a symbolic representation of life and death. Each boy 
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who died in the bright blue waters of the Pacific or the menacing, cold waters 
of Normandy was placed into the biblical stories depicted in the glass. This 
connected their story of lost life with God’s own lost life. The lost boys were 
given an ever- present space in the life of this community that had lost them 
and lived on without them.

It was boys who fought and died, but it was the women who lived without 
them who gave them a place in the glass. As the factories in the neighbor-
hood were shifted to producing arms for the war, the women who worked 
in their husbands’ absence picked up extra hours to fund the production of 
the stained glass.

After the Second World War the congregation ballooned in size, from 
about one hundred members to over two hundred. With the growth came a 
new education wing and an expansion to the sanctuary. The neighborhood 
began to change in the latter part of the century. African American families 
joined European immigrant families. The congregation reflected this change, 
though not quite on par with the demographics of the neighborhood as a 
whole. Nevertheless, this church punched above its weight as it fought for civil 
rights in the city. The final stained glass panel erected by the congregation 
showed John the Baptist pointing to Dr. King preaching in Chicago in 1967.

I was intrigued, so I sent a few emails to former pastors to learn more about 
the congregation’s story. The two world wars had imprinted themselves on 
the congregation, first in the impetus to build the sanctuary and then in the 
choice to imbue it with the stained glass of remembrance and hope. The war 
in Vietnam didn’t imprint itself on the congregation so much as strike and 
wound it. The divided opinions and multiple pains around the war resulted 
in a quiet but sure distrust that never left the congregation. As the 1980s and 
1990s came and went, the congregation’s size hovered around a hundred 
members. Children of those who placed the stained glass still drove in from 
the suburbs, intent on having their own children involved. Yet people slowly 
peeled off as the factories closed and the drug trade entered the neighbor-
hood, and churches in the suburbs (or no church at all) seemed more logical 
and convenient. The congregation grayed.

There is no shame in graying: it’s part of life. It may be culturally uncom-
fortable, but it’s nevertheless a sure sign that you’re alive and that you’ve been 
living. Saint John the Baptist was aging, but there was still life. Yet the church 
had far less access to resources. And this concerned the denomination. The 
congregation had always made, but never exceeded, its budget. Just enough 
new members arrived to offset the losses to funerals and long- term- care centers. 
Saint John the Baptist was as steady as the beams that the boys from the Great 
War had used to build the sanctuary. But the church’s flat growth worried some.
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With no real sustainability plan, the church proposed hiring a new young 
pastor when the neighborhood began to shift in 2005, bringing in tech compa-
nies, restaurants, and single young adults. It was assumed that having someone 
who could attract the new residents of the neighborhood was important. And 
it was. But something seemed to be amiss.

From 2008 to 2017 the congregation had three pastors and two different 
names. A young church planter took over in 2008. I imagine that his heart 
was in the right place, but I also know it’s hard for young church planters to 
work inside existing structures. Inheriting a congregation with a hundred- year 
history has its problems for those looking to move fast. I’m not completely 
sure what happened, but it appears he burned hot and then burned up. The 
congregation became known as Thrive (officially Thrive at Saint John the 
Baptist). It littered the neighborhood with advertisements and used many of 
the new church growth and network building strategies. By 2011 the young 
church planter was gone, moving on to a much bigger (and boldly stated) 
doctrinally orthodox congregation with multiple sites. It’s hard to know, but 
reading between the lines it seems that this young church planter who was 
equally committed to correct doctrine and church growth burned bridges 
within the congregation by the flames of his own ambition.

In early 2012 a new young pastor took over. He seemed to stabilize things, 
keeping Thrive going, but perhaps not racing full throttle toward expansion 
(and protection of pure doctrine). The new pastor’s ambitions were not quite 
as high as the church planter’s. His goal was a growing church connected to 
the neighborhood, as opposed to a multicampus church that planted other 
churches. But in 2014 the tone of things seemed to change. Community or-
ganizing rather than church planting became the metaphor and focus. As the 
denomination entered debates around sexual identities and as social media 
galvanized people around identity issues across the country, Thrive at Saint 
John the Baptist, or at least its pastor, weighed in.

The congregation boldly positioned itself as a critical voice in the denomi-
nation, even taking a critical stance against the Christian tradition itself. This 
was quite a change from the church- planting predecessor. This new young 
pastor even questioned whether the Christian church as a whole hadn’t done 
more evil than good in the world. He was now calling the church a community 
of post- Christians seeking to live right in this world— not for heaven. This 
focus seemed to fit the ethos of the neighborhood hand in glove. Whether 
it fit the congregation itself is hard to know, but the congregation’s decline 
provided at least some justification for that not mattering. The congregation 
needed to be relevant in order to attract new people. To this pastor, nothing 
seemed more relevant (and I suppose true) than to critique the church and its 
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tradition as a whole. Not surprisingly, even when Thrive was renamed Thrive 
for Justice, few young people from the neighborhood participated. Somehow 
songs of justice sounded offbeat to those in the neighborhood. After the 2016 
presidential election the young pastor left the congregation and Christian 
ministry (and one might assume Christianity) altogether.

In the spring of 2017 the congregation welcomed its third pastor since 2008. 
Remaining were only a handful of members whose participation stretched 
back decades. The congregation returned to just Saint John the Baptist, see-
ing no reason to retain Thrive. The congregation was now terminal, though 
it ignored the diagnosis until the fall of 2018. But I imagine you would have 
had to have been in a coma to not feel it. All of its life had been burned up in 
the ambitions and initiatives of the previous two pastors. No matter what this 
new pastor did, she couldn’t revive it. By the summer of 2018, fifteen people 
sat in a sanctuary built in 1920 for one hundred and expanded for two hun-
dred in the 1950s. Again, fifteen is no shame. A community of fifteen people 
seeking the living Christ is beautiful. What makes a congregation beautiful 
is its life, not its numbers, programs, or access to resources. A community 
that is alive is beautiful, whether six or six hundred. The problem was the 
lack of a pulse. These fifteen people never interacted and rarely said much of 
anything to each other. The aura of lifelessness was so heavy it felt suffocating. 
On Christmas Eve 2018, Saint John the Baptist held its last service. Everyone 
knew it would be the last, and yet no one said much except the pastor. As 
the congregation concluded its final worship gathering, there was no visible 
emotion. People just disappeared into the cold winter night. It ended with 
no sign of life. It was just over.

Eight weeks later the corporate entity that was opening microbreweries 
across the Midwest took control of the building. They’d been in conversation 
with a member of Saint John the Baptist and with the denomination for over 
a year. The pastor had been surprised to find a handful of people in executive 
attire standing in the middle of her sanctuary on a weekday pointing at the 
ceiling. No one had told her a thing.

It was a good building with good bones. Never mind that those good bones 
were built by the bones of lives lived before God.

For nearly one hundred years it was a church building— once full but now 
empty. In just fourteen months the Church Brewhouse was open and full. 
Thanks to commerce and capitalism, life again spilled from the building’s 
every corner. Where once young women sat grieving the loss of brothers and 
husbands on faraway beaches, pleading with God to remember them and 
minister to their own sorrow, now sorority girls sat laughing and business 
meetings took place. The boys in the stained glass were now forgotten, though 
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still present. Where once people came seeking God, to find life in this space, 
now others came who rarely thought about God and had no discernible need 
for sacraments, words of salvation, or life in the Spirit.

The Church and the Secular

Charles Taylor reminds us that we live in a secular age. It is perhaps easy to 
herald a church building being turned into a pub as a victory (maybe a stark 
one) for the secular. After all, it’s easy to imagine a medieval priest or a Pu-
ritan elder shocked to learn that a consecrated space of worship has become 
an alehouse. But Taylor reminds us that “the secular” is always multivalent. 
It’s a word, concept, or reality that we all sense but can’t clearly define. In 
conversation, our definitions have enough overlap to lead us to assume we’re 
on the same page. But there is also enough slippage to wonder if we’re really 
discussing the same thing.

For instance, if we were to say that a church building becoming a pub is 
an issue of the secular, we could mean this in at least three different ways. 
The first would sound like this: “Yes, indeed, this is a victory for the secular. 
There should be laws against sacred spaces being bought and owned by secu-
lar institutions. This is a direct sign that the public institutions that run our 
societies have no concern for religion and faith.”1 Staying inside this same defi-
nition of the secular, another person might rebut, “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t 
think our political and public institutions should get their hands in religious 
matters. To them it should just be a building. If the entity that owns it can’t 
afford it, then it should be sold, bought, and used just like any other build-
ing. Whether the building is used for religious purposes is a private matter, 
not a public one. As long it’s in compliance with zoning laws, who cares?” 
The above are two different expressions of one way of thinking about and 
defining the secular. This one way is what Taylor calls the divide between the 
public and the private (or secular 1).2 Both statements above operate out of 
this public/private divide.

A second, more common way of thinking of the secular goes like this: 
“Can you believe that Saint John the Baptist is now a pub? I guess that’s what 
happens when people just stop going to church. The secular has clearly won 

1. In some societies there are such laws. But those societies justify such laws, unveiling other 
definitions of secular, not because old churches are sacred holy places but because they are 
heritage sites. Their age and history, not their definition as spaces for encounter with the living 
God, is what leads public institutions to protect them.

2. For more on this, see the introduction to Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap, 2007).
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ground, turning churches into bars. It would have never happened if people 
still cared to go to church and gave their offerings. But those young people 
in that neighborhood just don’t care about church or religion.” This second 
definition assumes that the secular is defined by fewer and fewer people 
committing to religious institutions, to the extent that sacred spaces can be 
stripped empty and made into pubs. Taylor calls this secular 2. The church- 
planting pastor had visions of beating back the secular by giving Saint John 
the Baptist a radical makeover. He imagined that if  he could rebrand it as 
Thrive, the church would be more relevant and therefore win a victory over 
secular 2.

But it didn’t work. And while there were, I imagine, many reasons why it 
didn’t work, one reason was that he took little account of the third definition 
of the secular. Taylor explains that to live in a secular age means, and therefore 
feels like, having all belief contested and thus made fragile (secular 3). We 
live in a secular age because we can imagine living, and at times do live, as 
though there is no transcendent quality to life at all. Most of us in the West 
(and the West may be an outlier here) can live our lives as though there is no 
living God who enters into history and speaks to persons. Westerners hold 
on to the idea of God (most of us “believe” in God, at least in America), but 
few of us are sure we can encounter this God. We find ourselves even doubt-
ing the experiences we have of God. Most of us have major doubts about 
whether we can encounter, or be taught how to encounter, a living God in our 
churches. Most people, even in our churches, would not claim that church is 
for encountering a living God who speaks and moves in the world.

Inside secular 3, the ligaments that connect church life and the encounter 
with a living God have been culturally severed. The pastors who preceded 
the church planter at Saint John the Baptist ignored the severing, focusing 
on business as usual. The church planter, to his credit, sought to stabilize the 
church despite the severing. He contended that the severing would take care 
of itself if the church was relevant and doctrinally pure. The pastor following 
the church planter saw the severing and believed there was no way beyond it. 
He even came to believe that the severing was necessary. The only way forward 
was to forget about divine action and the eternal reality our ancestors sought. 
He instead embraced a world without direct communication from God. The 
way forward was to engage in the politics of identity. The church was admit-
tedly no longer a place to encounter a living, eternal God. Who even knew 
how to do that? And whether they even believed that was anything more than 
just an idea? The church’s only task was to make the world less awful. This 
gave him a sense that his action could matter. He wasn’t sure whether arcane 
practices or the ebb and flow of life in the community could lead people into 
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transcendence (he wasn’t even sure there was such a thing as transcendence). 
But he could imagine making a difference by being an activist, by making the 
church about activism.

The perceived life that animated the church shifted over the last fifteen years 
of the congregation’s life. Before the church planter, in the 1980s and 1990s, 
business as usual was the animating force. The church planter thought that 
growth and relevance would infuse the church with life by giving it access 
to resources. The pastor after him shifted the animating life to critique. He 
believed that what would energize the church and bring it life was not encoun-
ters with the living God but critique of the hidden ways that the church and 
Christianity supported all the awful parts of the world. Yet nothing worked. 
Rather, like an air mattress with a small puncture, the life just steadily and 
surely leaked from the congregation.

A Frame of  Reference

The church cannot produce its own life. Actually, nothing in the created realm 
can. Everything comes from something else. All life is the result of relation-
ship, and therefore life is fundamentally contingent. There is no such thing as 
a relation of one.3 Both science and faith believe this. Plants are the contingent 
relations of sun, soil, and seed. The seed results from a relation between a 
bud and a bee. No bees, no buds. No buds, no bees. Life is in the relation. 
But the question is: what kind of  relations bring life?

Contingent relations are all around us. We exist inside webs of such rela-
tions. Being conscious of consciousness, we are compelled to make sense 
of this thick web of contingent relations within which we live, particularly 
because we know our own being is itself a contingent relation. Therefore, 
we believe these relations have meaning, and we are thereby moved to make 
judgments about the kind of life we’re living. It’s never enough for a human 
being to just breathe and eat. We do more than just accept our relationship 
with air and food. Breathing and eating must mean something. We’re the 
strange kind of creatures who can reflect on life and worry that, though we’re 
alive, we’re not really living. We believe there is a right way of breathing and 
eating, as mindfulness, meditation, and cooking shows reveal. We need to 

3. Actually there is: the one true God’s triunity as Father, Son, and Spirit. Profoundly and 
marvelously, the Christian tradition has claimed that God is a relationship of one, uniquely and 
singularly the one ousia in a relation of three hypostases. God is creator because God is free of 
contingency. We (and all other things) are creatures/creation, because we have our being not in 
ourselves but through the gift of relations outside us. We ultimately, and finally, have our being 
in the relation of God, who is a relationship of three in one.
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have at least some implicit sense of what it means to have life (to really live!) 
in and through all these necessary contingent relationships.

This drive for meaning comes with a problem: there are just too many 
of these relations. These relations are always and everywhere, too many to 
dissect each for its own individual meaning. We need to have some sense of 
these relations to live fully, but ironically we cannot live (are driven quite 
literally out of our minds) if, in our own computing power, we have to give 
meaning to each relation we encounter, each second of each day. It would be 
like having to name each pebble of sand on the seashore before making it to 
the water for a soak and a swim.4

This drive for meaning exponentially escalates the number of contingent 
relations within which we have our being. The drive for meaning and purpose 
in contingent acts like eating, sleeping, and others creates culture. Culture 
both helps and hinders us in dealing with these relations. In one sense it ex-
pands the number of relations, giving symbolic meaning to things like eating 
and sleeping that connect to moral visions. But to assist us in handling the 
escalating number of contingent relations, culture gives us an important de-
vice to conceive of (almost) all these relations. Though culture exponentially 
adds to our contingent relations, giving us a thicker sense of being alive by 
making even common creaturely acts mean something significant, culture also 
gives us a necessary device to deal with all the contingent relations before us.

The device that culture gives us is a frame of reference for understanding 
almost all of these relations. This frame of reference allows us to escape the 
need to reflect on every strand of the contingent relationships we encoun-
ter every second of every day. This frame of reference gives us unthought— 
implicit— interpretations of the contingent relationships that make up our 
life. These contingent relations are so numerous and important and layered 
so thickly that we need some kind of shortcut reference map to make quick 
sense of them to live. We avoid crashing like an overworked hard drive by 
uploading most of this interpretation and meaning making to culture. We 
do this to avoid being shut down by the relations and to instead live and act 
within them. Without a reference map, without some framework, we’d go 
catatonic. This cultural frame of reference becomes a shortcut for interpret-
ing and weighing the massive surplus of relations each of us encounters each 
day. Importantly, this frame prepares us for what to expect from the relations 
we live within and that give us life.

It is with this in view that we can return to discussion of the three seculars.

4. Hans Joas explains this framework in The Genesis of  Values (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2000), 131.
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The Immanent Frame

We live in a secular age— our secular is set at 3— because the frame of refer-
ence we inherit from our Western culture(s) is a fully immanent one (i.e., 
a world closed off from transcendence). It doesn’t matter whether we’re 
believers in a church full of life or part of a dying church. We all inherit a 
frame of reference that sees the relationships of life as mostly (if not com-
pletely) immanent. Some of us may not welcome this, but it is hard to avoid. 
Sometimes it’s easier for us to believe in blind luck than the hand of God. 
It is easier to believe in scientific explanations for certain occurrences than 
to see them as an act of the living God. It is easier to conceive of God only 
as a flat concept—a kind of final contingent relation behind the curtain of 
all other explanations— than to conceive of God as an acting and speaking 
agent in the world. It’s difficult inside this framework to live as though God 
is ever present and ever active in each and every one of the contingent rela-
tions that make up our lives.

We can see this framework in operation within social media controversies 
around “thoughts and prayers.” When a tragedy hits, particularly around 
another mass shooting in America, some people tweet, “My thoughts and 
prayers go out to . . .”5 And others respond, “To hell with your thoughts and 
prayers. We don’t need thoughts and prayers. Prayers don’t stop bullets.” 
Inside our shared frame of reference this is hard to argue against. Those who 
tweet “thoughts and prayers” mostly agree that the God we pray to doesn’t 
act. The first tweeters believe this as much as the second. Yet, inside this 
shared frame, the first tweeters often assume that God can be conceived of 
as an idea that gives comfort when we can’t understand a negative contin-
gent relationship— like that between a child and a shooter (or a child who 
is a shooter). The second tweeter finds such sentiment a waste of time, a 
distraction from real action. Real action consists of humans, not God, will-
ing to act. These “thoughts and prayers” pacify the necessity to willfully  
act.

Both tweeters reveal our shared operative framework. A God prayed to may 
positively affect our psychological constitution (and this isn’t nothing). But 
we have a harder time imagining that our nonmaterial prayers, words uttered 
to an invisible being who may or may not exist, actually affect the world. 
Inside a framework based on transcendence, as opposed to immanence, to 

5. Of course usually the ones who tweet “thoughts and prayers” are politicians, who are 
at the same time unwilling to change laws. This allows for a whole other layer of cultural 
interpretation that I simply can’t go into. For the above paragraph I ask the reader to put that 
aside and remember that other people besides politicians also tweet “thoughts and prayers.”
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say “thoughts and prayers”6 wouldn’t be assumed to be empty sentiment or 
vapid encouragement. In this other framework, to call for prayer would be to 
expect the living God to act in the world, bringing judgment and grace. This 
God would be assumed to participate in, and therefore shift the contingent 
flow of, relations in one direction or another. But this is hard for us to believe. 
Even when we want to believe, it’s hard to imagine.

Belief becomes fragile because our shared frame of reference7 sees the order, 
direction, and meaning of our contingent relationships as almost completely 
natural and material. Our framework (our cultural shortcut map) buffers us 
from assuming that a transcendent force directs and orders our relations in 
and to the world. The source of life is imagined as relations without tran-
scendence.8 We inherit a world that creates its institutions, practices, and nar-
ratives around immanent explanations for the relationships that give us life. 
Put another way, the shortcut map we all inherit from our culture interprets 
nearly all of our relations as immanent contingencies, rather than next to or 
inside a transcendent reality. Relations that give life are bound in natural and 
material interpretations. This frame of reference, this shared shortcut map 
placed in our consciousness by the culture we share, is what Charles Taylor 
calls the immanent frame.

The immanent frame assumes that these relations that give us life have 
no supernatural force (no relation with that which is outside the created 
contingencies). To live inside an immanent frame is to assume that all the 
contingent relations we meet in the world have their source and significance 
in immanence, not transcendence. Unlike our ancient and medieval ances-
tors, our frame of reference is not supernatural but natural. For good or ill, 
our ancestors believed that most of their relations were directly fused within 

6. You probably wouldn’t say only “thoughts.” “Thoughts” is a signal word that does 
two things for those operating within an immanent frame. (1) It witnesses that prayers are 
equal to thoughts, meaning prayer is mainly sentimental, not really anticipating divine action 
in the world. (2) The “thoughts” are an inclusive signal that shows that the tweeter knows 
she or he is living in a frame where others don’t believe in prayer. These others can agree to 
“thoughts” even if  they’re not prayers. In the end, inside this immanent frame, thoughts and 
prayers are basically the same thing.

7. Our shared frame of reference and therefore our social imaginary. The discussion in this 
chapter is dependent on Charles Taylor’s sense of social imaginary. To find more on social 
imaginary, see Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); 
and Andrew Root, The Pastor in a Secular Age (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019).

8. Whether or not it is fair to the science, this was the cultural impact of Darwinism. We can 
see this clearly in New Atheism’s use of Darwin and its commitment to Darwinism. Evolution 
by natural selection gives us a way of understanding the change in the flow of contingent rela-
tions without the necessity of a transcendent force moving them into being. For discussion of 
this cultural impact, see Ronald Osborn’s Humanism and the Death of  God: Searching for the 
Good after Darwin, Marx, and Nietzsche (London: Oxford University Press, 2017).

Churches and the Crisis of Decline  

_Root_CrisisOfDecline_ES_jck.indd   24_Root_CrisisOfDecline_ES_jck.indd   24 10/28/21   3:57 PM10/28/21   3:57 PM

Andrew Root, Churches and the Crisis of Decline 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



13

the economy of God. The sun rose and set because of God’s grace. Children 
lived or died because of God’s hand. Crops failed and children acted oddly 
because of demons. Not so for us. Some of us have outgrown such explana-
tions and interpretations. Others just find themselves not believing it in their 
day- to- day practice.9

Living in the immanent frame requires a lot of work for us to see beyond 
the prescribed cultural map. It’s hard to assume that these contingent relations, 
which give us life, have any direct source in God’s own action. It takes a great 
amount of work for most late- modern Western people to assume that God 
acts and speaks. Confrontation with a great amount of doubt and suspicion 
is simply our context, the direct by- product of our frame of reference.

What Gives Life?

This framework (the immanent frame) shapes how we interpret Saint John 
the Baptist’s death. We return to our earlier statement: The church cannot 
produce its own life. As a created thing, it cannot do so. Nothing created 
can produce its own life by its own will and energy. Everything in the created 
world needs some relation from outside in order to be. But what is this outside 
relation that gives the church life?

The dogmatic answer, found in most every ecclesiology, is God. The church 
has life only because of its relationship to the triune God. It is the body of 
Christ. Jesus of Nazareth, who is the Christ, is the church’s head (Col. 1:18). 
Without this head it has no life. Bodies without heads tend not to live. If they 
do, they live as (headless) monsters. This is a kind of living death, which is ex-
actly how the final pastor of Saint John the Baptist described the congregation.

The dogmatic answer might continue: for the church to live, its life must 
be seen as a gift from the Holy Spirit. Such statements are certainly true. And 
I’ll need to make some similar statements below. But the danger with these 
important dogmatic statements is that they never seem to confront the con-
crete and practical experience of congregations. Such dogmatic statements 
never seem to discuss how the challenges of the immanent frame make these 
dogmatic answers seem stale and abstract.

9. A much different kind of thinker than Charles Taylor, David Bentley Hart offers a poi-
gnant articulation of the late- modern immanent frame: “Late modernity is thus a condition 
of willful spiritual deafness. Enframed, racked, reduced to machinery, nature cannot speak 
unless spoken to, and then her answers must be only yes, no, or obedient silence. She cannot 
address us in her own voice. And we certainly cannot hear whatever voice might attempt to 
speak to us through her.” The Experience of  God: Being, Consciousness, Bliss (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2013), 312.
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The final pastor of Saint John the Baptist couldn’t shake off the heavy 
lifelessness of the congregation by just repeating dogmatic formulas. There 
were no incantations, even those chanted in dogmatic orthodoxy, that could 
have awakened her church. Perhaps she tried, but even if so, it didn’t help free 
the congregation from the cold grip of lifelessness. She needed the strength 
and wisdom to do what must be done to the living dead: to mercifully put it 
down (allowing the dead to be dead). The pastors before her, and even the 
denomination itself, believed many of these dogmatic statements. But when 
it came to the practical life of the church, they believed something quite dif-
ferent about what produces life.

The immanent frame led the denomination and congregational leaders to 
make particular claims about what produced life: neither the church’s com-
mitment to dogmatic formulas nor experiences of the living, transcendent 
God could produce life. Rather, it was the church’s relation to resources. The 
slow depletion of resources in the 1980s and 1990s first led the denomination 
to prematurely declare this steady congregation as flat and declining. Though 
the congregation was steady and alive, it was unable to grow its resources: 
members, budget dollars, and cultural relevance. This inability was diagnosed 
as a terminal cancer, a diagnosis that seemed obvious from deep inside the 
immanent frame (though it may have been a misdiagnosis stemming from 
the frame’s bias).

The inability of the congregation to expand its resources gave many the 
impression that the church was leaking life— becoming the living dead before 
the denomination’s eyes! They assumed it to be a dying church because it could 
not accrue new and growing resources. The immanent frame, and moder-
nity’s assertion that God is no real source of life, was tacitly accepted by the 
denomination.10 What’s more, it was used as a powerful evaluative measure 
for what can be considered living. The church was dying, it was assumed, not 
because the leadership was corrupt, evil, or faithless but because that trajec-
tory simply seemed obvious. Immanence set the terms for evaluation. And 
this congregation’s stamp of death was its lack of resources.

The next pastors were hired not because of their ability to speak a Word 
from God; not for their vision of God’s act and beauty; and not for their 
ability to communicate this to others. Rather, they were qualified because of 
their vision for drawing younger populations to the church. This vision was 

10. There is a longer conversation here about how modernity has seen religion. I simply 
don’t have space to rehearse it; however, one can find this important discussion in Hans Joas’s 
books Do We Need Religion? On the Experience of  Self- Transcendence (London: Routledge, 
2008) and Faith as an Option: Possible Futures for Christianity (Stanford, CA: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 2014).
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based in innovation and entrepreneurship, not necessarily transcendence.11 
Transcendence on the one hand and innovation and entrepreneurship on the 
other need not be conflicting opposites.12 But to keep them from contentious 
conflict we have to be ever aware of the unthought cultural map imposed by 
the immanent frame. More importantly, we have to be conscious of how in-
novation and entrepreneurship, if not deeply reimagined, lean hard toward a 
closed- world structure, as Taylor calls it.13 A closed- world structure directly 
asserts that a personal God is meaningless. If  the immanent frame is not 
acknowledged, innovation and entrepreneurship will do their work against 
transcendence itself. Why wouldn’t they? Innovation and entrepreneurship 
are the children of an accelerated late modernity. The denomination’s imma-
nent vision for resource growth qualified the young church planter and then 
the activist pastor to lead: it was never their sensitivity to transcendence and 
obedience to a living God that qualified them.

It’s clear: resources create life, or so it’s assumed. This is its own late- 
modern dogma, bound in the immanent frame. Many in leadership accept the 
dogma that a church full of life is a church full of resources, and vice versa. 
The capacity to harvest these immanent realities sustains the congregation 
(not sacraments, visions, and encounters with the divine being). This is logical, 
almost self- evident, inside the immanent frame. We consider almost every big 
church with a big budget and many resources to be “alive.” We are shocked 
when we so often learn of intimidation and spiritual abuse that was allowed 
to fester and feed in such “alive” churches.

The dysfunction of such a church is allowed because of the assumption 
that resource accrual is what gives life. How can we possibly see the toxicity 
in leadership, let alone call it out, when resources just keep gloriously accu-
mulating? When we assume that resources bring life, then resource accrual 
forms our moral vision and overall sense of a good and faithful church (and 
pastor). The reasoning then easily slides into statements like, “I hate how 

11. These realities of innovation/entrepreneurship and transcendence don’t have to be 
conceived as opposites. But work has to be done on how innovation and entrepreneurship 
can bear the weight of transcendence. In our time, Silicon Valley has owned the discourse on 
innovation and entrepreneurship. And Silicon Valley has a deeply held commitment to close 
the immanent frame from any openings to religion and an acting, personal God. I’ve fleshed 
out this argument more fully in The Congregation in a Secular Age (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2021).

12. For Taylor, the immanent frame is not devoid of transcendence. There are ways to be open 
to transcendence even while living deeply in the immanent frame. It’s possible for innovation 
and entrepreneurship to have an openness to transcendence, but this openness will have to be 
intentionally cultivated. One cannot simply assume it will happen, ignore its lack, or presume 
that it is possible to escape immanence.

13. Taylor discusses closed- world structures in A Secular Age, chap. 15. 
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Pastor Bud intimidates people that oppose him. And his personal boundaries 
seem so fuzzy. But he’s the one who took this church from three hundred to 
three thousand. I guess that’s what you need to have such a lively church.”

The Chasm Between

There seems to be a chasm before us. Our dogmatic statements stand on 
one side. We believe them, at least theoretically. Many of us affirm that the 
church is the body of Christ, and therefore the church’s life is found only in 
the life of the resurrected body of Jesus himself. What gives the church life 
is the gift of participating in this body of Jesus by receiving the Holy Spirit 
who is the Spirit of Life.14 This Holy Spirit, who raised Jesus from the dead, 
is given to the gathered at Pentecost. The church lives because the same Spirit 
who raised Jesus from the dead by the will of the Father now lives in the very 
space of our gathering. But this profound reality is hard to access when your 
church is in living- dead mode and the denomination has sent executives to 
assess where best to put the bar and high- tops.

On the other side of the chasm from our dogmatic statements is the practi-
cal life of the congregation. The chasm is so wide because the practical life 
of the congregation has been driven by the assumption, thanks to the im-
manent frame, that resources sustain life. The chasm is an expanse because 
the dogmatic statements seem to have little to say to the practical life of the 
church. But the fault line doesn’t rest just on the obscurity of the dogmatic 
statements and their abandonment of the practical life of the congregation 
(though that is part of it).15

Rather, what significantly enlarges this chasm is how the practical life of the 
congregation has been allowed to drive so intensely for resources. Resources, 
not the Holy Spirit, have been imagined as the source of life. In this drive for 
resources, pastors and congregational leaders have been happy to shed dog-
matic language, creedal commitments, and theological visions so they might 
be light enough to move fast, chasing down resources and therefore (presum-
ably) life. As much as dogmatic statements have felt disconnected from the 
life of congregations, congregational leaders have been happy to throw off 
the concepts, commitments, and cumbersome vocabularies of the dogmatic 
in order to go fast in harvesting resources and assuring themselves of life.

14. See Jürgen Moltmann, The Source of  Life: The Holy Spirit and the Theology of  Life 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997).

15. Nicholas Healy has made a similar assertion in his book Church, World and the Chris-
tian Life: Practical- Prophetic Ecclesiology (London: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 3–4.
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The immanent frame separates these two into their own corners, divided 
by a deep, jagged chasm. Dogmatic ecclesiology and practical congregational 
life never meet, or meet only in seminary curriculum to never again come 
together in any direct practice. The story of modernity and its imposing of 
this immanent frame is the source of this separation. As the immanent frame 
burrowed its way deeper into our imagination, clouding our vision for a living 
God who speaks and moves in history, it imposed a dual reduction on both 
dogmatics and practical congregational life.

Ironically, what divides the dogmatic and practical shape of the church 
is the same source. Or, better, they broadly inherit the same interpretation 
of that source. Both dogmatics and the practical life of the church, at least 
in classic Protestantism, conceded that the loss of transcendence is a reality. 
Both seem to admit, without protest, that transcendence is over. In a modern 
world (inside modernity), respectability, or even life itself, can be achieved 
only by embracing the immanent reductions. Therefore, we must peel off 
the transcendent foci and qualities of both dogmatics and practical church 
life. Both sides grant that the immanent frame, and its tendency to close off 
transcendence, is a reality.16

Granting and conceding this point meant that dogmatic theology could 
no longer make its object of study the living God.17 Nineteenth- century Eu-
ropean theology, particularly, needed to pivot hard away from directing its 
attention to a living God and focus instead on religious consciousness (the 
Schleiermacherian school), or the historical development of creeds (the Har-
nackian school), or the value judgments of faith (the Ritschlian school). Into 
the twentieth century, scholars of dogmatics had conceded to do their work 

16. A good argument can be made that Pentecostalism and other church forms tracing their 
history back to Azusa Street have sought ways beyond this reduction in practical church life 
and even dogmatics (though the dogmatic reflection took much longer in coming). But because 
these forms of practical church life are a response to modernity and are therefore born in its 
womb, there is always the risk of reduction. We can see this in some Pentecostal theologies in 
which there is the temptation to turn the living Christ into an idea.

17. The Kantian noumenal (the transcendent) and phenomenal (the immanent) break 
was too complete. Of course, this is much more complicated. Kant imposes a noumenal/
phenomenal divide, asserting strongly that human knowledge has no access to the noumenal. 
This essential commitment brings the immanent frame. Kant did, however, have ways for 
us to access the noumenal, particularly through the oughts of ethical imperative. If  traced 
back we can see that these ethical demands came upon us from some noumenal reality, and 
we could still access them if we obeyed them. But there is no access to direct knowledge of 
a personal noumenal reality that moves in phenomenal space, changing and directing it. 
Karl Barth understood this better than most and sought to answer Kant. But, as I’ll say in 
the text, Barth never did so without affirming that the problems Kant named were real, and 
therefore Barth was not looking to do something other than offer a modern response to our 
conundrums in modernity.
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inside the reductions of the immanent frame. If dogmatics wanted a secure 
place in the modern university, it would have to embrace the closed- world 
structure of those who saw no room for transcendence in the sciences of the 
cultural frame of modernity.18

For very different reasons, practical congregational life also conceded to 
immanence (closed to transcendence). The temptations to embrace a closed- 
world structure were not nearly as direct and acute for the congregation as 
they were within the university. Nevertheless, as the church started to feel 
losses toward the end of the twentieth century, all the answers to beat decline 
were borrowed from hypercapitalism. For example, congregational life turned 
not to prayer, confession, sacramental ontologies, and discernment of the 
Spirit as much as to direct marketing, business structuring, customer focus 
groups, efficacy budgets, and spaces that feel like malls. These hypercapitalist 
perspectives function as closed- world structures. Efficiency and optimization 
are frames that see the world as a resource, time as money, and the good life 
as inseparable from constant and continued growth.

To bridge this chasm we need what has so rarely been offered. We are 
not in need of another monograph on dogmatic ecclesiology. Nor do we 
need another conference, consultant, or series of books on practical steps 
congregations can take to accrue resources. Rather, we need to pursue the 
more difficult task of exploring how, even though inextricably resting inside 
modernity and its immanent frame, the church might return to transcendence, 
finding its life in revelation itself.

Moving Forward

The rest of this book seeks to do exactly that: to show that congregational life 
is connected to revelation, and revelation is only encountered in relations in 
the world. The relations that bring the church life are relations with revelation. 
These encounters with revelation cannot be described strictly dogmatically. 
They must also be witnessed in the concrete life of the church (and the con-
crete experience for Christians in the world). The challenge before us is to 
see if the return to transcendence through revelation can bridge this chasm. 
The ecclesiology that arises from this will be directed toward dogmatics as 
much as toward the practical life of the congregation. It will offer us a full 
360-degree sense of what gives the church life.

18. “Closed- world structure” is Taylor’s language. He believes that certain locales, like the 
university, fight for an interpretation of the immanent frame that sees no place for transcen-
dence. See A Secular Age, 551–92.
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The only way to do the kind of work that possesses both dogmatic depth 
and practical attention is to embed the process in stories. Therefore, two 
stories will lead us forward.

The First Story

One of these stories will be the narrative of Pastor Karl Barth. This may 
seem an odd choice. Barth has been accused by many of being the über- 
dogmatician. If the dictionary included a picture of an obsessed dogmati-
cian caught in a thought experiment (it doesn’t, I just checked online), it 
would be of Karl Barth. Some have even gone so far as to argue that Barth’s 
focus on doctrine makes any direct attention to the actuality of practical 
congregational life impossible in his work.19 He’s been derided as a deeply 
“impractical” theologian.20

It can’t be denied that Barth worked within the field of dogmatics. By the 
mid-1920s he identified himself as a dogmatician. Yet his road into dogmatics 
was undeniably paved by direct experience with practical congregational life. 
It was not the currents of PhD studies and seminar rooms that pulled Barth 
into dogmatics. Rather, it was the strong pull of the grave task of mounting 
a pulpit and seeking a Word that might bring life to his small congregation.21 
In turn, it was the fight for his congregants (and citizens) to receive fair treat-
ment in mills and factories that pulled Pastor Barth into dogmatics. Or maybe 
it’s better to say that it was the Swiss socialist movement that pushed Pastor 
Barth into dogmatics.22

Unlike our assumptions of socialist movements today, the Swiss socialist 
movement of the early twentieth century possessed deep theological commit-
ments. The movement’s leaders, such as Hermann Kutter and Leonhard Ragaz 
(though disagreeing with each other), mutually contended that socialism was 

19. See Don Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 
chap. 1.

20. See also the beginning of Joyce Ann Mercer’s Welcoming the Child: A Practical Theology 
of  Childhood (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2005). Mercer goes to lengths to apologize for using 
Barth, feeling the need to repent both as a feminist and as a practical theologian. Both perspec-
tives seek to attend to concrete praxis, and her apology shows that Barth is assumed to be an 
enemy of such practical action.

21. “The ten years Barth spent as a pastor were a period of intensely concentrated develop-
ment, and most accounts of his work (including those from Barth himself ) make much of how 
the realities of pastoral work, which were brought home to him during this decade, led to his 
abandonment of theological liberalism and his adoption of a quite different set of commit-
ments.” John Webster, The Culture of  Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 3.

22. For more on this, see Gary Dorrien, The Barthian Revolt in Modern Theology: Theology 
without Weapons (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 34–40.
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a way of participating in the coming kingdom of God.23 Socialism was antic-
ipated as a concrete way to find an acting God inside the immanent frame, 
although this promise would never come to fruition. The presumptions of 
modernity—that history itself was closed to God’s action—were just too 
entrenched.

Pastor Barth recognized this more than anyone else. He saw clearly that 
nineteenth- century dogmatics had conceded too much ground to the closed- 
world structures of the immanent frame. This immanence, and the unthought 
reduction that God cannot move and speak in history, kept the church from 
obedience. The church was merely following a theological establishment who 
stopped talking about a God who acted in modernity, believing it impossible. 
Yet, through both the frustrations and possibilities of the socialist movement 
and the experience of his small congregation, Pastor Barth began to doubt 
the impossibility. Maybe, even in the immanent frame of modernity, the act 
of God— the still- speaking God of the Bible— was the impossible possibility. 
Barth became assured, as we’ll see, of this impossible possibility through his 
experience with pastors Johann and Christoph Blumhardt. The Blumhardts’ 
ministry convinced the young Barth that the immanent frame, to give them 
Taylor’s language, was not closed off from the transcendent arrival of the God 
of the Bible, as all Barth’s heavyweight theology teachers across Germany 
presumed.

In the early 1920s, with his surprise Epistle to Romans unpredictably awak-
ening theology across the continent and with his own burning anger for the 
theological establishment’s support of the Great War still hot, Barth stood 
at a crossroads. He could either engage more fully in the socialist movement 
or turn to dogmatics, taking a position as a lecturer in Göttingen. To Kut-
ter and Ragaz’s disappointment, Barth chose the latter. They, like others, 
misinterpreted Barth’s project. They believed he was choosing the dogmatic 
over the practical side of the chasm. Yet this isn’t quite right— especially if 
we keep Barth’s experience with the Blumhardts close. If we can explore this 
story of Barth and the Blumhardts, I believe we will see something different. 
Barth, though he indeed turned to dogmatics, did so for the sake of being able 
to speak to the practical and concrete action of God in the immanent frame.

Barth’s disappointing experience within the socialist movement led him to 
recognize that there was no way back from modernity. Barth was no nostalgic 
revisionist wishing to turn back the clock to a time before modernity. Barth 
was happy to be a modern theologian, living inside the frame of immanence. 

23. Eberhard Jüngel discusses this in Karl Barth: A Theological Legacy (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1986), 84–88.
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Barth admitted that the immanent frame was now our context (his theological 
teachers had already taught him this), but he also admitted that the socialist 
movement’s manner of talking about God could not stand up to reductions 
of modernity and the closed- world structures of the immanent frame.24 Barth 
recognized that what upended the closed spin of immanence was not will, 
practical know- how, or even resources, but rather the inability to speak of 
and therefore see the action of the living God moving, even in modernity and 
its immanent frame.25 To give it Taylor’s language, Barth turned to dogmat-
ics not to avoid the practical world but to find a way to speak boldly and 
directly about God’s action inside the immanent frame in which the church 
now inextricably existed.26

The story I tell about Barth is the account of a pastoral theology for the 
immanent frame.27 Barth gives us a way, even inside modernity, to encounter 
the living God. I contend that our present congregations need more than pure 
doctrine or a busload of resources.

The chapters that follow will contend that, though the fact is often un-
noticed, Karl Barth has a deep pastoral theology. Sure, he takes on the cadence 
of a dogmatician, but I believe he does so for the sake of the pastoral. He 
uses dogmatics for the sake of giving us pictures and visions of how the living 
God moves in our immanent- bound modern world. To see the veins of this 
pastoral theology in Barth we’ll have to recognize the concrete centrality of 
the Blumhardts’ ministry to Barth’s thinking.28 The Reformers give Barth the 
language, the Blumhardts the concrete assurance. The Blumhardts’ ministry 
is Barth’s case study, or touchstone, or maybe even empirical verification, 

24. “It is evident that Barth’s theology of the Word is indeed modern and not a return to 
the distant past, yet without proving a sellout to modernity.” Paul Louis Metzger, The Word 
of  Christ and the World of  Culture: Sacred and Secular through the Theology of  Karl Barth 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 226.

25. For more on this, see Webster, Culture of  Theology, 52–54.
26. The following quotation by Jüngel shows both Barth’s commitments to the work of 

a pastor and how the work connected him to socialism: “For, Barth continues, he became a 
socialist and a Social Democrat precisely because he is glad to be a pastor, not because he is 
more or less bored with his calling. The ‘great cause’ for which he lives, and for which he works 
as a pastor, is also that which allowed him to become a socialist. The path which leads into the 
Social Democratic Party does not lead away from that cause, which ‘is and remains the main 
thing’ for him.” Jüngel, Karl Barth, 90.

27. I’m seeking to explore in depth the following assertion from Christoph Schwöbel: “At 
Safenwil, Barth’s theology became a theology of a preacher for preachers, challenged by the task 
of being minister of the Word of God.” Schwöbel, “Theology,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Karl Barth, ed. John Webster (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 19.

28. Kenneth Oakes argues that Barth’s famous Epistle to the Romans (Römerbrief  I and II) 
is primarily a pastoral text. See Reading Karl Barth: A Companion to Karl Barth’s “Epistle to 
the Romans” (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 3, 29.
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that indeed the God of the Bible still moves even in modernity. To recover 
a way of speaking of God inside the immanent frame, this story of Pastor 
Barth and the eccentric Blumhardts will be our doorway into a theological 
vision for the church.

The Second Story

Willie James Jennings, an appreciative reader of Barth, states that eccle-
siology starts with fantasy.29 Ecclesiology takes place in the genre of fantasy. 
If it’s to be free of the reduction of the immanent frame, ecclesiology must 
be an imaginative operation. But like all good fantasy, there is a backstory 
and rules to the world in which the fantasy is set. We need some sense of the 
dogmatic. But no one wants just backstory (this is why George R. R. Martin’s 
The World of  Ice and Fire: The Untold History of  Westeros and the Game of 
Thrones, as a book of backstory, isn’t nearly as popular as his other books). 
For fantasy to thrive it must connect with our concrete lives and say some-
thing to our context and experience. Backstory and rules bridge the chasm 
between dogmatics and practical congregational life. Both the dry dogmatic 
and the hyperconsumeristic practical, disconnected from one another, lack 
a sense of fantasy.

To avoid this trap, the second story needs to be a fantasy. But instead of 
being like Game of  Thrones or The Witcher, this fantasy needs to be set in 
a world that is more like our own. We need something like Watchmen: a 
fantasy set in a world very much like ours but nevertheless with some major 
differences. Perhaps the best version of fantasy would be an alternate his-
tory. Our ecclesiological construction needs to be something like the recent 
screenplays and films of Quentin Tarantino, such as Inglourious Basterds, 
Django Unchained, and Once upon a Time in Hollywood. All three movies 
are set in a firm historical moment. Yet all three play with an alternate his-
tory.30 Inglourious Basterds is set in Nazi Europe, but the end of the film alters 
history by killing off the leading figures of the evil regime in a Parisian movie 
theater. In Django Unchained an alternate history is offered to American 
slavery. And Once upon a Time in Hollywood imagines an alternate history 
to the savage killing of Sharon Tate in 1969 by the Manson family. Like the 
Nazis and slave traders, the Manson family is thwarted, Tate is saved, and 
history is different.

29. See Willie James Jennings’s essay “The Desire of the Church,” in The Community of  the 
Word: Toward an Evangelical Ecclesiology, ed. Mark Husbands and Daniel J. Treier (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005).

30. Officially, they’re alternate histories more than true fantasy.

Churches and the Crisis of Decline  

_Root_CrisisOfDecline_ES_jck.indd   34_Root_CrisisOfDecline_ES_jck.indd   34 10/28/21   3:57 PM10/28/21   3:57 PM

Andrew Root, Churches and the Crisis of Decline 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



23

In homage to such storytelling, our second story offers an alternate history 
for Saint John the Baptist. We’ll fantasize about what could have kept the con-
gregation from losing life, shifting into zombie mode, and being extinguished 
for the sake of chicken wings and $3 happy hour draft beers. In its place, we 
will tell the story of the Saint John the Baptist that might have been.
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