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      On a humid Chicago summer night in 2007, forty people from our 
church, Life on the Vine in Chicago ’s northwest suburbs, gathered for 
another Friday night town meeting. These meetings could be called by 
church members any time a controversial issue needed to be addressed by 
the church community as a whole. The topic for the night? Sexual bro-
kenness and how we were dealing with it as a church community. Issues 
of sexual abuse and brokenness run deep and are shrouded in much dark-
ness. But tonight we gathered to hear stories of redemption and hope, 
forgiveness and freedom. Individuals shared their brokenness, shame, and 
embarrassment. We lamented the isolation and invisibility of victims that 
invalidates their hurts and silences their voices. And we discussed the 
overly prudish restrictions around sex and sexuality enforced by churches 
that do not know how to deal with it in any other way. Two hours later, 
we were all a bit shocked at how personally we had connected to each 
other and surprised at how intimately we had shared our lives. Closing 
with a time of prayer, we walked out under a stunning star-3 lled sky, 
hopeful that life truly can spring from darkness. 

 But things did not go perfectly after that meeting. A few weeks later, 
we started hearing concerns—not so much about what was expressed 
that evening but about a larger agenda carried on by one our friends and 
coleaders at the Vine. Like all of us, he wanted to overcome the hurts, the 
abuses, and the confusions so prevalent in our culture surrounding sexu-
ality. For him, this meant advocating a style of friendship that touched 
a lot of nerves. As a means toward sexual redemption and healing, this 
brother was encouraging deep friendships between men and women, even 
between married men and single women, and vice versa. What made mat-
ters worse was that he liked to use the word  intimacy  to describe these 
friendships. We knew what he meant. Others didn ’t. To him this was a 
way of exposing illegitimate sexual boundaries and breaking down overly 
sexualized situations, all as a witness to God ’s great redemption of our 
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sexual brokenness and deep calling into relational intimacy. But for many 
in our church, this looked an awful lot like ) irting with sin and possibly a 
path to destruction for fragile marriages. The whole debate caused quite 
a ruckus in our community. 

 As the con) ict simmered, two typical responses quickly emerged. The 
* rst was tolerant conversation: “Let ’s just talk about it. Let ’s build rela-
tionships of trust where differences can be appreciated.” But the oppo-
site response of dogmatic pronouncement came just as swiftly: “Let ’s see 
what the Bible has to say and just be clear in guiding everyone in this 
very important issue!” Two camps promptly appeared. One believed it 
was merely a matter of opinion and thought the solution was to be found 
in tolerance. The other worried that our very integrity as believers was 
on the line and strayed into absolutes. Sometimes the two responses were 
ironically mingled into a single dogmatic pronouncement, “You have to 
tolerate!” 

   What Were We to Do? 

 Over these past ten years, we have often found ourselves sitting between 
the horns of this dilemma. On the one hand, we are asked to be tolerant, 
accepting of all people, and participate in generative conversations. On 
the other hand, we are called on to be clear about the truth and give 
direction to people whose spiritual, moral, or emotional lives are in peril 
(at least that is how they perceive it). We, as pastors leading congrega-
tions in the middle of crisis issues (or at least a perceived crisis), have 
found peril in both stances. Is there another way? A way beyond splitting 
the difference or * nding common ground? Is there a path beyond what 
has become the progressive and traditional divide, the liberal and conser-
vative chasm? 

 Like many others, we and our church community have been slogging 
forward in a new way for these strange and dif* cult times. We have been 
moving slowly, striving in hope, stumbling over disappointments, seeing 
signs of the kingdom in our midst. 

   That Summer of Hope 

 Our journey started about ten years ago. In response to countless situa-
tions like the one we just described, many questioning Christians began 
gathering in coffee houses and bars to talk about issues of Christians liv-
ing in a culture that was presenting never-seen-before challenges. We 
began experiencing the freedom to ask new and different questions, 
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doubt the old ways of doing things, and explore new paths that had once 
been forbidden. Indeed, we felt permission to express our doubts, realiz-
ing this too as a path of faith. 

 The excitement grew as new authors and speakers began putting into 
words the problems and constraints we were all feeling as children of the 
church in North America. As we started going to conferences, we found 
out that we were not totally crazy or utterly lost. In fact, a multitude 
of people were talking about similar things and similar inadequacies of 
the modern church—its failure to meet the contemporary challenges and 
offer genuine ways of following Christ. The church of the twenty- and 
thirty-somethings began using words like  emerging, missional, organic , 
and  postmodern  to describe a new way of being church, a different way 
of being a Christian, a “new kind of Christian.”   1     The conversations and 
church experiments that were happening around this time showed much 
promise and life. It felt like warm summer rays of hope were burning off 
the chilly fog of an entrenched church life. 

 But this summer sun proved to be ) eeting. Cooler winds blew in, and 
our con* dence began to waver. Ten years later, in the aftermath of it all, 
many of us are asking, “Where has all this gotten us? Where do we go 
from here?” 

   What Are We Really Doing Anyway? 

 In the early years, I (Geoff) distinctly remember feeling these cooler winds 
at an emergent theology conference. I loved debating the ideas nurtured 
at these conferences. And while many thought these conversations were 
going off the rails, I nonetheless became involved because of the way they 
challenged existing assumptions and sought new ways of moving for-
ward. I was onboard entirely. Nevertheless, there was something unset-
tling about the tone of this particular conference. 

 During one of the morning sessions, I participated in a lively panel 
discussion. At the close, one of the conference organizers asked me to 
conclude the time in prayer. Being somewhat unprepared, I jumped into 
one of my regular morning prayers. It was nothing particularly profound, 
but several people came up and thanked me afterward. 

 Later that afternoon, another person was asked to close a session in 
prayer. I observed tentativeness in her walk up to the front. She obviously 
had been as surprised as I had been. She also prayed a familiar prayer, 
the Aaronic blessing from Numbers 6:24–26. As she prayed, she seemed 
uneasy with the task, and as she continued, it became apparent she was 
unsure whether this time of public prayer was appropriate in front of 
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such a group as this. I wondered,  Could these people be embarrassed to 
pray?  No one had said as much. Surely the organizers were asking people 
to lead in prayer. But as I observed and probed further, amid the conver-
sations, deconstructions, and reimagining that ) lled this conference, it 
was evident that people were unsure whether it was still all right to pray. 

 My mind struggled with this. I wondered,  Why is it that we should be 
embarrassed by the simple, ancient, universal act of talking with God?  
While the Gospel was being extolled as the power of God to right all 
things, to overturn evil and injustice (rather than merely save sinners 
from hell), at the same time we seemed to be losing the ability to enter 
con) dently into God ’s living presence. Had the ground rules of the con-
versation somehow undermined our ability to have communion with the 
living God? 

 Of course, this is only one story. But like one among many falling 
leaves in autumn, it foretold the fading of that summer of hope. We didn ’t 
know where things were going, but we knew they did not quite feel right 
and that perhaps a deeper chill was coming. 

   Out of the Cold 

 Many have since felt these chilling winds surrounding the emerging 
church conversation. Most visibly there has been a large swath of 
younger evangelicals in their twenties and thirties taking shelter from the 
cold by moving toward what is now commonly labeled  Neo-Reformed 
theology .   2     In one sense, this move to the reformed fold was inevitable. It 
was only natural to head back over to a better-known reformed-evangel-
ical theology, now given a postmodern makeover and a new concern for 
mission in North America. 

 But this option, though much appreciated, has proved unsatisfying to 
many of us as well. I (Dave) was asked to join a Web-based missional net-
work during these times. This group invited several missional authors and 
leaders to join a supportive network for those involved in North American 
mission. Within a few weeks, the issue of same-sex sexual relations came 
before the group. In a blog post, one of the new members * atly said that 
“the Bible was unequivocally clear regarding homosexual relations being 
outside the will of God for every Christian.” To be missional, he then 
assumed, meant we all would assent to this dogmatic commitment. But 
that didn ’t prove to be the case. Many of the others dropped out of the 
group, and shortly after, all discussion ended and that network died. 

 This blogger, a member of the Neo-Reformed missional movement, 
illustrated for me what was lacking in this new version of missional 
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engagement. Although I appreciated his serious commitment to theology 
and agreed with many of his positions, this leader did not understand the 
people we were seeking to engage. There was little sense of the cultural 
gap that lay between him and the people who know next to nothing of 
the redemption in Jesus Christ. He assumed that merely to verbalize a 
True position (with a capital “T”) on same-sex relations was enough to 
be a witness to the Gospel that brings renewal to those hurt or confused 
within the sexual culture of our day. 

 The closer we looked and the more we were seeking to live in mis-
sion, the more we sensed how both the emerging church and the Neo-
Reformed movement were lacking something for engaging the growing 
numbers of hurting, secularized, wandering peoples outside our church. 

   The Winter of Our Discontent: Ten Years Later 

 So now, ten years later, after many overcaffeinated late-night discussions, 
after numerous conferences and ministry overhauls, total theological 
rearticulations, and countless relational con) icts and misunderstandings, 
we sense that the summery hope of those movements has passed. And we 
feel a bit left out in the cold. 

 On the one hand, we are less than satis* ed with what the “new kind of 
Christianity” has become. Brian McLaren, Doug Pagitt, Tony Jones, and 
others have helped us ask important questions and contributed greatly 
to creating a generous and compassionate Christianity, and to them we 
remain grateful friends. But their answers have often lacked the substance 
on which we could live, and what goes by the name of “the emerging 
church” now appears to have settled into another version of mainline 
Christianity. 

 On the other hand, the Neo-Reformed have invigorated theological 
discussion and offered serious re) ection on the mission we all face in 
North America. We have bene* ted from these friends as well. But to us, 
they appear to be defensive. At times, they seem to revert to doctrinal 
entrenchment and the attractional habits of the churches from which we 
had come. 

 Even  missional , our own term of choice, has become a confusing ven-
ture. The idea of being missional is now attached to nearly every kind 
of ministry in North America. From megachurches branding their latest 
programs as “missional” to Protestant mainline churches using  missional  
to promote a set of social justice programs, and anti-institutional types 
using  missional  to spell the end of the church, the term has become virtu-
ally meaningless. Has  missional  just become another brand without any 
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real meaning? And so now our last protection against the stormy blast 
is lost. We have no way to identify ourselves. Now it certainly  is  getting 
cold out here. 

   What Do We Do Now? 

 Has this decade been a waste? Is a new direction still possible? If both 
options (emerging or reforming) have proved unable to provide sustain-
able ways of Christian living amid the cultural challenges we face in 
North America, is there a way forward? 

 As we will show throughout this book, emergent and Neo-Reformed 
run on the same “operating system.” Although each has promised us a 
“third way” beyond the conservative-liberal theological wars, they none-
theless keep us trapped within a bygone cultural consensus of Christian 
dominance that no longer exists. One side assumes people will listen to 
us as we speak about justice in “the way of Jesus.” The other side assumes 
people will listen to us because we speak of orthodoxy and the Bible. 
The truth is that these ways make sense only to those who are already 
convinced. 

 In contrast, we sense the need to escape these kinds of cultural 
Christianity. We seek something beyond these third-way strategies that 
keep us locked into old habits, circling back to old positions. To us, the 
road signs for the so-called third-way options should warn, “No Outlet.” If 
we are looking for a third way, it is because we have already lost our way. 

 Is there a path leading to a Christianity capable of bearing witness 
where little or no Christian consensus exists? Where is the Christianity 
that journeys into the dif) cult places, the places where the Christian lan-
guage is not yet spoken, where the witness to God ’s Kingdom in Christ 
has not yet reached the edges of humanity, the places where brute force 
often has the last word? Where is the renewal of what the church has 
always been but sometimes forgets to be: a people sent in mission? Where 
are these signposts that can direct us into the missional frontier? 

   Prodigal Christianity 

 These questions have stirred the two of us as pastors and professors to 
write this book as an encouragement and a challenge to all who find 
themselves in this same winter of discontent. We believe a compelling way 
forward lies ahead for Christians in the new post-Christendom cultures 
of North America. In fact, we believe this way forward is intrinsic to the 
very reality of Jesus the Son and his coming into our world. 
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 In the familiar parable, the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32), Jesus tells 
of a son going off “to the far county” and losing his inheritance through 
excessive and wasteful living. But at the end of hope and basically living 
as a slave, the son remembers his father and ) gures he would be better off 
as a servant in his father ’s house than a slave in a foreign country. So the 
son journeys home. His father sees him from afar and runs to meet him. 
The outpouring of the love of the father on the prodigal son is a stunning 
picture of God loving us. We all know it well. It speaks to our relation-
ship as sons and daughters of God our Father who has poured out his 
love on us through Jesus Christ. 

 The son is not the only prodigal character in the story. As New York 
pastor Tim Keller reminds us in his well-known book  Prodigal God , it 
is really the father who is the prodigal, celebrating the return of his son 
extravagantly, excessively, and beyond all expectations. The father is 
the reckless one—reckless in grace. When the son expects nothing, the 
father gives everything. When the son expects to be a servant, the father 
reinstates him as a favored child. The older brother famously complains 
that his father is being wasteful and excessive in this celebration of the 
younger son. Through this parable, we learn that just as the father is 
recklessly lavish in regard to his son, so also God the Father “is nothing 
if not prodigal to us.”   3     God is reckless, extravagant, even wasteful in his 
grace toward us. 

 One more twist to this parable is important. It comes to us from the 
famed twentieth-century German theologian Karl Barth. Barth suggests 
that to really understand this parable, we must read the journey of the 
prodigal son alongside the journey of another son: the Son of God, Jesus 
Christ.   4     This Son did not consider it his right to stay with the Father, but 
humbled himself and became a slave (Philippians 2:5–8). Indeed, Jesus, 
the Son of God, like the prodigal son of the parable, traveled across all 
boundaries into “the far country” of sin and death (Luke 15:13). But this 
son, in stark contrast to the prodigal son of the parable, is not rebellious 
but obedient. He is the obedient son in all things, and in that obedience, 
he returns to the father, bringing with him all his redeemed brothers and 
sisters.   5     For Barth, the point of the parable is that God radically sends 
God ’s own son into the far country to bring back all who are lost. 

 Barth thinks this interpretation completes the other interpretations of 
the parable. He puts forward this interpretation over against German 
theologians of his day who saw no atonement in this parable and there-
fore argued Jesus ’s work on earth is purely about the father ’s love. No, 
says Barth; the journey of the son reveals the true nature of the parable, 
expressing the radical missionary nature of God, that the father has sent 
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the son into the far country to redeem the world. God is a prodigal God, 
not just in graciously receiving us back when we sin but by recklessly 
leaving behind everything and, in the person of Jesus, journeying into the 
far country. God recklessly pursues the world by entering himself into 
the very depths of the far country. This is the way God works. This is the 
way God is. 

 This book charts our way into the far country. It unfolds a Christian 
way of living that is determined by this prodigal nature of our God in 
Jesus Christ by the Spirit. That this journey changes everything is not an 
overstatement. This way of living is radical and generous and yet par-
ticularly de) ned as the way of God. This journey will break down the 
boundaries around the postmodern, post-Christian, sexually broken, rela-
tionally scarred, estranged, wandering, and marginalized peoples of our 
day. It will be a journey that takes us to the frontiers of God ’s mission. To 
be Christian is to learn to become prodigal. 

 Such a prodigal Christianity will be generous. It may be so generous 
and welcoming that it will seem scandalous. Yet it compromises nothing 
of the transformative nature of the gospel. A Prodigal Christianity will 
not rely on pronouncements given from a seat of authority. But we will 
enter humbly and vulnerably, bringing God ’s hospitality to the places 
of mission. A prodigal Christianity will not rely on the basic founda-
tions of Christendom because it always journeys far beyond these places 
into the missional far country, where there is no prior witness. Yet prodi-
gal Christianity will not merely accommodate the new cultures it meets 
because it comes bearing a story, our story, the good news (gospel) of the 
prodigal God. This prodigal Christianity is always de) ned by the mis-
sional journey of the prodigal God with whom we live and breathe. It is a 
faith and a life that understands God is always going before us in Christ. 
And so we freely enter this journey, working in continuity with all God 
has done in Christ to reconcile the whole world to God. We go knowing 
God has already gone before us into the far country. This is the journey 
this book invites us into. For this journey we need some signposts. 

   Signposts 

 As a boy, growing up in Hamilton, Ontario, I (Dave) took hikes in the 
early spring in an area called the Red Hill Valley. It was just six blocks 
from my house, but it was another world. The valley, hewn out of the 
Niagara escarpment by the water * owing through the Red Hill Creek 
into Lake Ontario, was rugged at times (especially for a ten year old) as 
the trails wound up and down various elevations within the gorge. And if 
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the weather suddenly turned warm, the air off the colder Lake Ontario 
could produce a lot of low-lying fog. And so I remember starting off on 
those trails (the famous Bruce Trail System) of the Red Hill Valley on a 
foggy Saturday morning imagining all that that lay before me. It was a 
mysterious unexplored land with famous wildlife like the famous 
Coopers hawk and ) ying squirrels. There were jagged cliffs high up the 
gorge. And if the other hikers and I reached the end of the trail, there was 
the marvelous Mt. Albion falls that to a young boy ’s eyes were every bit 
as majestic as Niagara Falls itself. The Red Hill Valley was an extraordi-
narily beautiful place yet with many potential pitfalls.   6     

 The pathway was marked by signposts. Each signpost was simply a 
splotch of color (usually on a tree) and an arrow. There was nothing else. 
At best it gave a clue as to a direction to go in but little else. You could 
not really know what lay ahead. And if the day was foggy, you could 
not even be con* dent of the actual direction you were going: east, west, 
north, or south. You could navigate only one signpost at a time, moving 
from one signpost to the next as the trails carried you deeper into the 
valley. Yet if you followed the blue splotches along with the arrows long 
enough, you eventually arrived at your glorious destination, Mt. Albion 
falls. 

 The signposts, essential for reaching the destination, were inherently 
vague. They didn ’t tell everything, just enough to guide you on the next 
steps of the journey. Truthfully I seriously wonder whether we would 
have even gone into the very depths of Red Hill Valley gorge if each sign-
post had displayed in digital photographic accuracy all that lay ahead. It 
would have been a bit too scary. The signposts were just enough to get a 
young boy to the marvelous destination that awaited him. 

 In my childhood, the Red Hill Valley was a marvelous, mysterious, and 
beautiful place that could not be described by a sign or even in a book ’s 
description. All we could do was follow the signposts and discover it. 

 In the same way, the far country, the territory that God has called us 
to as believers, is incapable of being fully known in advance. We reach 
it from a journey leading us through the marvelous, awe-inspiring, and 
beautiful places where God is at work far beyond the comforts of our 
own backyards. We will walk it together in this book following certain 
signposts: splotches that point us in the right direction but still require us 
to discern what this will mean for our own contexts, places, and neigh-
borhoods. We have no idea what this will look like for all the different 
places where we live, inhabit, and minister. The best we can offer are 
signposts. As we follow them in small, discerning steps, God will lead us 
into mission. 
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 This is what we are offering in this book: a way forward into God ’s 
mission, the missional far country to which God is calling his people in 
these new and dif) cult times. We offer ten signposts for this journey. 

 The ) rst four signposts direct us into the life of the Triune God, the 
sending God, who sends the Son, the Spirit, and then the disciples into 
the world to ful) ll the mission of redemption. These signposts deal with 
the basic questions of culture, God, Jesus, and witness. Signpost 1 directs 
us into the cultures of post-Christendom. Signpost 2 points us into a rela-
tionship with the missionary God. Signpost 3 directs us toward the way 
God comes to us in Jesus, the incarnation. Signpost 4 directs us into the 
way of God ’s truth in the world, communities of witness. 

 After these four signposts come three more that direct us into the daily 
means by which we, the church, travel this journey. Signpost 5 directs us 
into the story that we live, the Bible. Signpost 6 points us into the way 
of our salvation, God ’s way of setting the whole world right again, the 
Gospel. Signpost 7 shows the way God ’s reign breaks in and transforms 
everything through local communities of the kingdom. 

 The ) nal three signposts then point us into some of the most dif) cult 
terrain we face in North America today. Signpost 8 leads us into God ’s 
mission among the sexually broken. Signpost 9 leads us into God ’s mis-
sion among the systemic social injustices of our day. And signpost 10 
leads us into God ’s mission among the pluralist versions of truth in our 
world. 

 Each signpost gives us a vision for joining the mission of God through 
Christ in his Spirit. Together these ten signposts direct us into the rich 
journey of life with the God of mission, the prodigal way of following 
God into the far country. 

 Please do not think of these signposts as ten easy steps to a new 
church. The way ahead must be carefully discerned. We cannot rely on 
the instincts of the past because we ’re moving beyond the tired dichoto-
mies of Christendom. This is uncharted territory. Each one of us must 
follow these signposts in our own contexts. 

 This book is not a program, an ideology, or a destination. It is a way 
of being God ’s people on a journey in and among the hurting and lost 
peoples of North America, a journey that always leads us deeper into 
the love and redemption of the radical-reckless-loving-prodigal God. The 
way forward awaits. Let us journey on. 
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