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Introduction

This book was written for two reasons. First, it was written because I think there are
others out there who feel the same as I do. People who feel uncomfortable, judged, or
disenfranchised by Institutional Christianity. More importantly, this book was written to begin a
dialogue. I feel that it’s time for the individuals who feel compelled to live an Alternative
Christian life to unify and to directly enter into dialogue with the rest of American Christianity.

I find that when I am asked about my religious affiliation, I'm tempted to say, “I'm a
Christian, but not that type of Christian.” In today's religious climate, it seems that there is no
alternative to the conservative Christian viewpoint. It dominates the airwaves, conservative
politics, “Christian” bookstores and the vast majority of churches. I believe that this is a huge
disservice to the Christian tradition. We have taken a thing of beauty, complexity, and diversity
and turned into a black and white sketch. There are many who feel that the current religious
climate of the American Christian church does not affirm their beliefs and their lives.

I believe that Christianity can expand and bloom into something beautiful and diverse, a
fragrant garden of countless blossoms. I believe there is room for me and for many other
Alternative Christians within the Christian tradition, even if we have to create that room
ourselves.

This book merely begins to question what it means to be an Alternative Christian. It
sheds light on a side of faith that is often private, individual, and powerful. Hopefully this book
affirms that there is an alternative -- that the spirituality many of us live is not isolated, but part
of a more unified stirring of souls.

Beyond Rhetoric:

I realize now that this book is not meant to merely take the status quo and wrap it in new
packaging. I'm not looking to create a new vocabulary for the “hip Christian”, and so I feel that
it's appropriate to work towards a definition of the words or phrases that I use. But here I come to
a problem. In all religious dialogue we carelessly throw around words that are too deep, too
indefinable, too mysterious for our casual use. When it comes to words like “faith,” “love” and
even “God,” we are unable to define that of which we speak. Indeed it seems to me that our
whole lives are a journey to try to fill these words with meaning. Only when we are taking our
last breath will we know, as fully as earthly possible, the meaning and significance of these
words.

However, I think it's important to spend a little time discussing what I mean when I say
“Conservative Christian” and “Institutional Christian.” To me, the two terms are synonymous.
Understand that while I might be generalizing, I do use the words interchangeably. In today's
social climate, one can find isolated pockets of progressive or liberal thinkers in most
denominations. But as a general rule, the religious climate in America is conservative, displaying
a conservative world-view and a conservative morality. Somewhere along the line, the definition
of “Christianity” has shrunk. American Christianity has isolated itself by the views and attitudes
it asserts.

As far as a term “Alternative Christian” is concerned, I must be clear that [ am not trying
to coin a new phrase. In fact, I’'m utterly dissatisfied with the phrase. This book simply serves to
begin a dialogue on the question: “What does in mean to live the Christian faith in a way that
goes beyond today's narrow model?”



Regardless of your own stance on these things, I hope the following both affirms and challenges
you.

-Erik T. Johnson
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Towards Unity

By writing this book, my purpose is not to alienate or judge the Conservative Christian
movement, but merely to suggest an alternative. What I propose is the death of polarization. It
would be easy for me to write a book in which I put forth an us/them attitude concerning the
Christian spectrum. It would be easy to demonize Conservative Christians. This is exactly what
the Alternative Christian avoids. By making the issue an “us” and “them” sort of argument, we
misrepresent a large group of people in the middle of the Christian spectrum and drive a wedge
between ourselves and others.

When meeting another person of faith, whether Universalist or Fundamentalist, the
Alternative Christian is able to realize, without going so far as passing judgment on the
character, salvation, or beliefs of the other person, that the person in front of them is compelled
by Christ. When two individuals are able to sit down together in peace and openness and speak
honestly of their inklings and ideas of God, the Spirit is there. Dialogue can happen and both
souls begin to bloom with understanding.

When we speak of different traditions, many people tend to gravitate to the differences.
We compare and judge what separates “us” from “them.” Instead, the Alternative Christian first
seeks to find similarities. By starting the dialogue with an affirmation of the beliefs they have in
common, he is able to foster an environment of respect and trust. He seeks to find the things that
unify, not the things that divide. Only when the Alternative Christian and the Institutional
Christian are able to take this view: that many different people of many different beliefs are
compelled by Christ, is true unity possible.

Before my wife Ashlee and I were married, we had a counseling session with our pastor.
My wife and I are very, very different people. She is a nurse who is down-to-earth, loves science
and math, and can't tolerate anything that is flowery, idealistic, or superfluous. I, other the other
hand, am an English major, an unrealistic dreamer, and incurable idealist. When we sat down
and told our pastor a little about our differences she smiled and said something profound: “Either
these differences will drive you apart, or you will learn to complement each other's strengths and
weakness.”

The same holds true for the Alternative Christian. While the easiest path is to throw one's
hand in the air and say, “This is ridiculous!” the Alternative Christian instead understands that
Institutional and Alternative Christianity can complement each other perfectly. In an
environment where both are present, Christians of all walks of life can find unity and wholeness
in their own tradition. Only when both are peacefully present can Christianity fully bloom.

When it comes to global issues, the same remains true. More important to the Christian
faith than whether differently believing Christians worship together is whether different minded
people can serve together. Only when alternative and conservative Christians stand side by side
and give aid to the poor will the Christian Church truly fulfill its call to become the Body of
Christ.

Being an Alternative Christian, in my mind, does no mean forsaking and denying
everything that might be considered “institutional.” I have met many, many people whom I
consider Alternative Christians who participate, worship, commune, and live within a
institutional church structure. Those individuals have found Home. For many of us, we can
embrace, while not conforming to, the institutional side of faith.



That said, there are many who simply do not find their spirituality in the four walls of the
church building. My wife is one. For her, Christ is present when she is outside in the wilderness,
or looking at the face of our child. I cannot count the number of people I talked to who see things
the same way. Often they are dismissed by fellow Christians because they do not fit a familiar
model. People who do not worship at Sunday service are considered “unbelievers,” “inactive,” or
“back-sliders.” Really, it only means that they choose to worship in ways unacknowledged by
the conventional system. Undoubtedly, some of the wisest and most spiritual people I've met do
not attend a church. They are part of a host of silent and wise souls: the Alternative Christians.

Thich Nhat Hanh, a contemporary Buddhist thinker, describes the source of many
Alternative Christian's discontent with American Christianity when he writes:

“Church leaders... cannot speak to the young people in the kind of language the young
can understand. They cannot transmit the jewels they have received from their ancestral teachers
to the young. That is why so many young people are left with nothing to believe in. They feel
uneasy with their church, their culture, and their family.”

The American Christian church is often transmitting and teaching a religion devoid of the
precious jewels of the tradition. What is passed along is often not a great worth and many people
of faith feel that Christianity has nothing to offer at all. American Christianity has become a
diamond with only a few facets, a few places where light is reflected through. As Alternative
Christians, we seek to add more facets to our tradition that it might sparkle as though on fire..

As Alternative Christians, it is our responsibility to take this first step at reconciliation.
We need to be humble and insightful enough to understand than our progressive, often extreme,
ideas need to be tempered by conservative Christianity' s emphasis on convention, tradition, and
organization. But we must be the ones to take the first step and extend our hands in unity towards
all people of every faith. Conservative Christians challenge us to look deeply into our beliefs and
change accordingly. As we'll discuss later on, it is this genuine openness to all types of views
that inform the Alternative Christian's faith.



Towards a Worldview

The problem with American Christianity is that is has adopted some of the worst aspects
of American culture. Consumerism, waste, and instant gratification are as easy to find within a
Christian bookstore as on MTV. The “Christian economy” is a perfect microcosm of the larger
American economy. While we as American Christians like to claim a more moral and generous
world-view, we in fact display everything wrong with American culture.

Worse yet, popular Christian culture propagates a world-view that is not only disturbing,
but dangerous. I recently went to a Christian bookstore looking for a particular book. As |
browsed the aisles, I came across many titles and books that represented a narrow and simplistic
worldview. Many books were about Islam and the danger of that religion. Not one was speaking
about what we can learn from our neighbors who believe in Allah. (Some of the best religious
writing of all time came from the Sufists, Islamic mystics). An equal part of the bookshelf was
spent trying to disprove the fictional book “The DaVinci Code.” Evidently Christian publishers
believed that enough people felt threatened by a novel that several dozen books refuting a piece
of fiction would be wise. The devotional and “Christian Inspirational” section were even more
disturbing, but that will wait for another chapter...

My long rant of the state of American Christian bookstore is only to say one thing: our
worldview tends to be too small. We prefer a picture in black and white, not too crowded by
details. Titles like, Fast Facts on False Teachings suggest that we alone hold the truth, and that
everything else can be reduced to small, tidy chapters.

An Epic Worldview

The Alternative Christian has what I call an “epic worldview.” This means several things.
First and foremost, the Alternative Christian understands that we live in a global society. When
Jesus says, “Love the Lord your God with all you heart and soul and mind and love your
neighbor as yourself,” the Alternative Christian realizes that “neighbor” in not limited to those
people he knows, or who live in the same town as himself, or even live in the same country.
When the Alternative Christian speaks of her neighbor, she speaks of everyone on this planet.

Americans do not live this way. Our staggering rate of consumption (we use 30% of the
earth's resources and have 5%of the world's population) unequivocally means that we do not
consider those across our borders as neighbors. By making the choices we do: by eating at
McDonalds, buying at Wal-Mart, and drinking our Folgers, we condemn those on the other side
of the globe to poverty and unhealthy living.

The Alternative Christian realizes this and loves his neighbor by the small decisions he or
she makes every day. By not buying unnecessary items, items with unnecessary packaging, items
made with questionable working conditions, and items that give farmers unfair prices, the
Alternative Christian uses small and deliberate acts to love his neighbor.

By having an “epic worldview,” the Alternative Christian understands that the earth we
have is the same earth we not only leave to our children, but our great-great-great-great-great-
great grandchildren. This is not a new idea in Christianity, it has simply been drowned in
American culture. When one looks at the cathedrals of Europe, the mosques of the Middle East,
and the temples of Asia, one can see the result of such a worldview. These impossibly ornate
structures took lifetimes to build. Those who built them toiled long and hard, sacrificing their
money, time, and strength to the creation of something beautiful. Many never enjoyed the fruits
of their labor. And yet they had in mind to create something that would stand until the end of



time, something their great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandchildren would marvel at.
And we do.

This same attitude ought to permeate the life of the Alternative Christian. While we may
not build cathedrals anymore, the Alternative Christian understands that the choices he or she
makes today have epic consequences. While the Alternative Christian might have to sacrifice a
bit of his supposed “quality of life”” and might have to do without what corporations consider
“modern necessities,” the Alternative Christian does such things in order to make a small, yet
epic, difference in the world. For instance, by conserving energy, using public transit, and by
buying local produce, the Alternative Christian’s actions have a ripple effect that helps the
environment, exploited people, and the family down the road.

I am not suggesting the Alternative Christian necessarily needs to live a pre-industrial
lifestyle. But by understanding the epic effects of his actions, the Alternative Christian remains
constantly mindful of his neighbors across the globe. The choices he makes in the things he does
or doesn't buy is not the only way he shows this love. By educating himself on the situations of
his neighbors in other countries, by voting for candidates who take their responsibility seriously,
by seeking justice and by living responsibly, he cares for his neighbors. The Alternative
Christian makes the planting of a garden, the abstaining of unhealthy things, and the deliberate
care of those across the globe and across the street into acts of genuine love towards Him and
towards each other.

The Alternative Christian as Environmentalist

Though we no longer build cathedrals of marble and stone, each generation has it's own
way of epically affecting generations to come. For some generations it was exploration, for
others it was civil rights, for others it was enormous global wars. In our generation, we will be
known for what wilderness we did or did not leave our ancestors. We will be known for how we
cared for this earth.

We find that every year, we as Americans pave the equivalent to the state of Delaware.
While our environmental standards have gotten better in the last century, we simply export the
dirty work to other countries, thereby destroying their natural environment. All said and done,
we have already lost the battle. Consider: most Christians in Suburbia do not know the meaning
of “wilderness.” They cannot understand the significance and power of Moses, Elijah, John the
Baptist, and Jesus entering the wilderness. As it stands, there are only isolated pockets of
wilderness remaining in the world. The Alternative Christian is mindful of this and besides
spending time in the wilderness, works on a global and personal level to save what wild places
still remain and tries to let the wilderness reclaim those places we have already maimed.

This environmentalism means tackling, in big and small ways, the extremely complex
issues surrounding our natural world. Whether it be biking to the store, buying locally, or
purchasing a new hybrid car, the Alternative Christian seeks in deliberate ways to keep the
Creator and creation in mind.

Interconnectivity

There is one word that lies at the center of the Alternative Christian's epic worldview.
That word is “interconnectivity.” The prevalence of this concept cannot be overstated. When we
look around the room in which we are sitting, nearly everything that is man-made in the room
has been produced by a stranger, someone whose face we do not know and whom we'll never
meet. This is the way of our modern life. And for better or worse, we are connected to literally



thousands of people just by the furniture, computer, and books is our office. Our office is the
accumulation of countless man-hours and thousands of individuals. Someone cut the trees that
become the desk. Someone processed the wood. Another designed the table. Many people drilled
the oil in order for the stain to be made. The desk had to be manufactured, packaged, shipped,
and sold. The hardware had to be mined, processed, formed, packaged, and shipped. A single
desk in our room is connected directly or indirectly to tens of thousands of individuals.

The Alternative Christian acknowledges this incomprehensible truth. The Buddhist
tradition uses a similar concept as the basis of their actions. The word, “ahimsa” means “do no
harm.” The Alternative Christian looks in the Bible and at her neighbor and understands the truth
of ahimsa.

By beginning to understand the connectivity of the universe and by looking at the world
as one whole, the Alternative Christian understands that every breathe he takes, every step he
steps, and every tomato he buys is a tiny part of an enormous “whole.” All of a sudden the
universe open to him and he understands that the words of Christ, “Love the Lord your God (The
Reason for all that Is) and love your neighbor as yourself” means that one is called to love every
person and thing. His core perspective has changed and everything he does is imbibed with
meaning and responsibility.

The Alternative Christian as Activist

With this concept in mind, the Alternative Christian is necessarily an activist. This does
not mean that every Alternative Christian gets involved in the political process. Those who feel
called to do so are amazing and rare individuals. However, most Alternative Christians are silent
activists. They are those who donate their time to a blood drive, the Walk of Hope, the Arts,
Creek Clean-up Day, and to the food pantry. They understand the interconnectivity of life and in
a small and compelling way, answers the call of loving interconnectivity by working for the good
of the stranger they will never meet. The Alternative Christian that acknowledges the
interconnectivity of the universe must positively participate in it.



Towards a Theology

Here is where we come to the center of the Alternative Christian identity. While social
views, morality, perspective, and unity are important, they merely infer how we connect with
God. What lies at the center of the Alternative Christian life is both the desire to affirm the
individual nature of one's own connection to the divine and the desire to reclaim the jewels of the
Christian faith. As Thich Nhat Hanh says, “We must encourage others, especially young people,
to go back to their traditions and rediscover the jewels that are there. Learning to touch deeply
the jewels of our own tradition will allow us to understand and appreciate the values of other
traditions, and this will benefit everyone.”

Becoming Comfortable with Mystery

“There is nothing so secular that it cannot be sacred, and that is one of the deepest
messages of the Incarnation.” — Madeleine L’Engle

Mystery goes beyond the acknowledgement that the Divine is beyond our
comprehension. It is an active and participatory movement from the finite to the Infinite. As
Christians, we like to believe that the entire nature of God fits neatly into a thousand pages of
scripture. Much like a genie in the bottle, we believe that we can conjure Him up by opening the
Bible. It’s too uncomfortable to annihilate our limitations and leave ourselves vulnerable to the
unknowable, terrifying power of a God who cannot be contained by any, or every, theology.

Understanding and knowing

However, we can know God without understanding Him. The Alternative Christian
recognizes this. Just as we work our whole lives towards a definition of love, so we work our
whole lives not towards understanding God, but knowing Him.

We may not understand God, but we can know of Him. Just as we know what it means
to love without really understanding it, so we can know of our God without having the smallest
idea of who He really is.

I would be a true liar if I said I understood my wife. Sometimes her mind and emotions
work in ways I simply cannot comprehend. She too looks at me at times like “you've lost it.” We
don't understand each other. And yet, her and I are on a constant journey of “knowing” each
other. I had never looked so deeply into her nature than when I watched her give birth to our first
child. She constantly surprises me with who she is and what she is capable of, though I'm at a
loss to understand. And so it is with God. We might know him as God, Circumstance,
Coincidence, Life, or simply as “Him.” He may be only an inkling of something more, and yet in
a mysterious way, we know of Him.

We fall in love with what we know without having to understand. This is the core
freedom we receive by embracing Mystery. When we do not worry about trying to understand,
but simply allow ourselves to acknowledge God in all places and things, the world becomes a
liberating and exciting place. When we acknowledge that we can learn for the sun, the river, the
Mormon, the Buddhist and the Muslim, we become more in tune with God. We are able to begin
a lifelong journey with Him. A journey of “knowing.”

In some ways, agnostics have it incredibly right. Some of my agnostic friends have taught
me so much about the value of mystery. These individuals have not taken part in an Institutional
church service in many years. They cannot describe what they believe except in short phrases,
ending in frustration at their inability to verbalize the Mysterious. They are perfectly comfortable



resting in an examined yet unassuming faith. Leah, one of these amazing individuals and a
person mentor of mine, put it this way several years ago:

“First, to see the signs, the signs that are there because the world does 'conspire' not only
for us though, for all of it, for its self, which we are a part of...and so I consciously read the signs
that are there...

“[T have] this developing faith in something -- life, this world, god, goodness that has also
become a bigger part of my life.”

She is able to rest in Mystery, in unknowing. I am not that kind of person. I want
everything to be explainable, everything to fit together perfectly, and I want to be able to wrap
my mind around it all. I'm uncomfortable in unknowing; I'm uncomfortable letting Mystery
being mysterious. And so I've been known to simplify my perception of God. If I give God a
definition and stick to it, I might feel comfortable for a while. But eventually, life comes

crashing in and I'm forced to recognize that the smallest part of Him is larger than I will ever
know.

Complexity

I've recently been listening to “Christian” talk radio as part of this book. I wanted to get a
feel for the mainstream Christian world. What struck me, and angered me, more than anything
else was the way in which the hosts and pastors oversimplified faith into a few “essential” points.
For only a small donation of $79.99 you too can hear Rev. Smith's ten tape series on how to
parent perfectly, to live the good Christian life, to witness effectively, or to understand the Bible
completely, ad nauseum.

This simplification of faith is rampant in American Christianity. Looking at the book
shelves at Barnes and Noble, one cannot really tell the difference between the self-help and the
Christian inspiration section. They both promise amazing results in 10 easy steps. One section
simply has a few well-placed buzzwords.

God is not easy. Faith is not easy. Scripture is not easy. It is complex, at times
contradictory, always full of both meaning and suggestion. As our situation or context changes,
or interpretations, ideas and beliefs change.

When I speak of the differences between Alternative and Conservative Christians, one
has to note that though they read the same Bible, their interpretations, assumptions, and beliefs
are fundamentally different. How can both groups get opposite conclusions from the same
words? How can the same words, phrases, and chapters be transformed into entirely different
ideas? The fact is, God is not simple. His Spirit is just that -- Spirit -- something other-worldly
and incomprehensible.

The Alternative Christian must understand the complexity of life, of God, and of faith.
He must understand that nothing is simple, as cliché as it sounds. Without such a view, he falls
into the great sin of oversimplifying the divine.

Holistic Spirituality

I cringe to use this word only because they have become so popular and watered-down.
However, the Alternative Christian knows the value of these concepts.

“Holistic” essentially means “together” or “unified.” This concept is not often applied to
Christian faith. We are a society that compartmentalizes. We take books and organize them in
chapters, we take children and organize them by age, we take animals and organize them by
Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Genus, Family and Species. Our jobs are limited to the specialization



declared on our job description; we organize neighborhoods by income level. We have an
addiction to classifying and compartmentalizing our lives. We do it to our spirituality too.

At any large church you can find a children's program, a youth program, a young adults
program, a parent's program, a single's program, a empty-nester's program and a senior citizen's
program. While there is nothing wrong with serving all members of a community, the ministry
world has become a close cousin to the advertising industry. Often when a church wants to
change, they sit down and say, “What is our target audience? How are we going to get them to
come? What is enticing for this particular demographic?” Starting a new ministry, in many
churches, goes through much of the same process as McDonalds adding a new hamburger to
their menu. We have turned spirituality into a highly specific, highly specialized monster.

As was mentioned earlier, the center of the Alternative Christian's worldview is the idea
of interconnectivity. This concept is essential to the Alternative Christian's spirituality. When an
Institutional Christian asks someone, “How is your faith?”” or “Tell my about your walk with
God” they often mean, “what is the condition of your spiritual life?”” The Alternative Christian
does not recognize the idea of a “spiritual life.” To the Alternative Christian, life is spiritual.
Jesus asserts this when he says, “love the Lord your God with all of your heart and all of your
soul and all of your mind.” We ought to approach him as a whole person, with all of ourselves.
Then every action, word, and deed, whether it be a workout at the gym, a conversation with a
friend, or a hike in the woods, can become acts of devotion, worship, and meditation. Our
spirituality is not a part of our being, it encompasses our being. When the Alternative Christian
looks at herself as a whole person and not just a conglomeration of pieces and personas, she
perceives God in a “whole” way. Her eyes, body, tongue, mind, soul and heart are all
simultaneously focused on God.

Organic Spirituality

The best way to speak about organic faith is to talk about blueberries. During the summer
months, I can go to the store and pick up a container of large, juicy blueberries. They have been
meticulously cared for. They've received irrigation, herbicides, pesticides, and fertilizer. Their
genetics may have be altered to create a firmer, juicier, or larger berry. The growing of these
blueberries has been intentional and totally controlled by the agri-business that created them.
They have had the most ideal conditions a blueberry could ask for. However, the blueberries I
buy at the store cannot compare with the blueberries I pick in the mountains. Those berries are
smaller. They are more tart and not quite as juicy. And yet their flavor surpasses anything man
could contrive. They have weathered April snowstorms, hurricane-force winds, and infrequent
rain. They have found nutrients in the rocky and thin soil of the mountains. And yet, the berries
of the mountains are everything God created a blueberry to be.

The same is true for us. We, as Americans, surround ourselves with contrived things:
contrived light, contrived temperature, contrived shelter, and contrived food. We enjoy having
control over so many factors of our lives. We grow swollen on the familiarity of life.

The Alternative Christian seeks to break away from this way of thinking. The Alternative
Christian welcomes the storms, the arid seasons, and the cold snaps of life and of spirituality.
Such things sweeten our lives. The words of Christ, “I have come that they may have life and
have it abundantly (Jn 10:10)” is a challenge. The Alternative Christian does not run from
surprises, tragedies or uncertainty. Instead she gleans what she can from every circumstance,
believing that God can be found in all things and that He can teach through any circumstance.

What I don't mean to imply is that having an organic spirituality means having an



acquiescent spirituality. Like Jacob we are often forced to wrestle with God in long nights and
dark hours. The Jewish tradition has embraced this ideas while Christianity has largely ignored
it. We like to think of our journey with God as “he leadeth me by still waters.” In many respects
this is true, but we ignore that “Jacob was alone and a man wrestled with him until daybreak.”
Often the Alternative Christian finds peace only by breaking himself against the divine, just as
stormy seas annihilate themselves against rocky shores. Because He is not simple, the
Alternative Christian must grapple constantly with His complexity and His mystery. Spirituality
takes work; the Alternative Christian understands this. Struggle is a necessity in order for the
Alternative Christian to know of Him.

Tension

The Alternative Christian is also comfortable with tension. Tension is everywhere and is
what keeps the cosmos in place. Spirituality, too, is full of tension. The ideal Christian church
would have a constant tension between conservative and progressive friends. (Perhaps someday
this will be realized in the American Christian church.) They would temper each other, bringing
their community into balance.

In one's own spiritual life, this tension is everywhere: the tension of Law and Gospel, of
light and darkness, of spontaneity and deliberateness, the giving of love and the receiving of
love, moments of intense joy and weeks of total despair, the belief that humanity is essentially
good and the realization that we are often not.

All of these tensions add to the complexity of spirituality and point to the complexity of
God. We as humans try so hard to figure these things out. We need solid answers and hate the
feeling of tension inside of us. We hate when our beliefs and inklings “pull us in so many
different directions.” The Alternative Christian seeks to rest in tension. In some Mysterious way,
light and dark can exist together. The best and worst of humanity can reside in the same breast.
Joy and despair are brother and sister.

No tension is more important to the Alternative Christian than the tension of destroying
and rebuilding. When I was a young adolescent [ was as true fundamentalist. The world was
black and white, good and bad. Other people were either “saved” or not. There was no tension,
no mystery, no room for discussion. According to me, everyone should look at the world in the
same way.

Obviously, this is not where I am at today. If anything, I've moved to the opposite end of
the spectrum. The transition from one end of the other has not been an easy one. Many
Alternative Christians who have been raised in a conservative church have experienced this
at-times-violent change. The Alternative Christian is always in the process of tearing down and
rebuilding one's own beliefs and attitudes. It is not static. Spirituality is, at its core, fluid. One has
to be willing to leave one's own beliefs, assumptions and attitudes in the cosmic, terrifying
darkness of Him. By being willing to tear down and rebuild aspects of one's own spirituality, one
can stay spontaneous and ready to be led by Him. While Truth is both absolute and mysterious,
spirituality is not absolute. It is constantly changing, growing, splitting open, decomposing, and
budding. The Alternative Christian understands spirituality as a pilgrimage, a journey towards
Home.

By resting in tension the Alternative Christian recognizes the Mysterious. By giving up
the silly charade of being a cosmic sleuth, the Alternative Christian is able to see that God is
amazingly contradictory.

“I'am” 1is the most wonderfully incomplete sentence in the universe.



Alternative Christian as Mystic:

While the Alternative Christian has the essential role of being a part of a community, one
cannot overlook the power and central spirituality of the mystical experience. By “mystical
experience” I mean the personal, secret and utterly inexplicable experience of being in the
presence of the Divine. Here one falls into the ambiguity of what that means. Evelyn Underhill
puts it this way: “You are solicited, whether you will or no, by a greater Reality, the final
inclusive Fact, the Unmeasured Love, which is ‘through things everlastingly’: and yielding
yourself to it, receiving and responding to its obscure yet ardent communications, you pass
beyond the cosmic experience to the personal encounter, the simple yet utterly inexpressible
union of the soul with its God.” What the Alternative Christian realizes is that we never come as
close to “knowing” Him as we do in these experiences. Whether it be on a mountaintop, a death
bed of a friend, or solitary and usual moments, Spirit intersects with Humanity for just an hour, a
minute, or a second and we are left subtly and powerfully changed. It is these experiences that
allow the Alternative Christian to engage more fully with the world around her. She is “filled”
and thus has something priceless to share.

Openness:

In this way in particular, the Alternative Christian differs most from the Institutional
Christian. Christians like to believe that they have a monopoly on truth. We often believe that
those of other beliefs or religions have nothing to offer. They are worshipping “false gods” and
thus their entire way of life and faith ought to be discredited.

The Alternative Christian, however, always seeks dialogue and understanding with those
who believe differently. As Thich Nhat Hanh says, “we have to believe that by engaging in
dialogue with the other person, we have the possibility of making a change within ourselves, that
we can become deeper. Dialogue is not a means for assimilation in the sense that one side
expands and incorporates the other into its 'self.' [the core of American Christianity's idea of
“witnessing”’] Dialogue must be practiced on a basis of 'non-self." We have to allow what is
good, beautiful, and meaningful in the other's tradition to transform us.”

The Alternative Christian often seeks dialogue, believing that all people have stumbled
upon and collected Truth. For instance, the Atheist can teach us about the value of this life. The
Agnostic can teach us of mystery. The Jew can teach us about the beauty of ritual. The Muslim
can teach us about our duty to the poor. The Mormon can teach us about the value of community.
The Buddhist can teach us of the power of contemplation. The Hindu can speak of the
complexity of the divine. We, in turn, may be able to speak about Love embodied.

By being open to the ideas and beliefs of other traditions, we are able to enrich our own
tradition by looking at God, faith, and love in a way we hadn't before. By truly believing that all
people can teach us of God, we are able to share our “jewels” with each other. We all become
much richer. We all become brothers and sisters.



Towards a Community

A New Institution?

This topic is by far the most challenging. There are few prominent Alternative Christian
communities from which to draw inspiration. Perhaps that's the way it should be...

What I do not want to imply is that this world needs a new institution. Institutions are
often not conducive to the Alternative Christian's need for the “good soil of freedom,
spontaneity, and love,” as Thomas Merton puts it.

Nor do I mean to suggest that the Alternative Christian's spirituality is purely personal.
Several years ago I knew a married couple with whom I was close friends. However, after they
were married they withdrew and did not connect much with a larger community. They shared
their own beliefs and ideas with each other, but did not have a larger body in which to temper
and share their ideas. I had traveled out of state for a year and when I returned I was shocked by
the destructiveness and sadness that their beliefs had brought. Though they had been loving and
open-minded individuals when I departed, when I returned they were trapped by a legalism of
their own making. Life, to them, was sin. They had become so surrounded by Christian culture
by avoiding secular culture that they had lost touch with many of their friends and were deprived
of joy. By not being in dialogue with others, they had drifted to an extreme and infertile end of
the Christian spectrum.

The Alternative Christian understands that the interconnectivity of faith mirrors the
connectivity of life. By interacting with other communities, both Institutional and Alternative,
the Alternative Christian community is not limited by the spirituality of its members. It both
grounds and challenges the community.

By remaining isolated, the Alternative Christian runs the risk of turning his own
spirituality into a static and dead thing, or worse yet, a sort of personal cult.

Searching for “Home”

The Alternative Christian, specifically the individual who is does not find the
Institutional structure a good fit, is searching for Home. Home is a place where the full potential
of one's spirituality can be realized. It is a place of Spirit.

Interestingly, the best model of Alternative Christian community is also the oldest. The
Apostles, when they first began to meet, “devoted themselves to teaching and to fellowship, to
the breaking of bread, and to prayer... They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad
and sincere hearts, praising God...”

This is the community that grows in freedom, spontaneity, and love. It is diverse and
sincere individuals gathering together for dialogue, meditation, and fragrant prayer. It is genuine;
it is organic. Nothing is contrived or feigned. It is real.

Several years ago a few other friends and myself began to meet together once a week. We
would drink tea, bring a notebook to record each other's thoughts, and would sit and speak of
God, love, and faith until we all sat silently in deep reflection. It was the most genuine faith
community I've ever had a privilege to be a part of. Our group consisted of a very conservative
young man, an agnostic, a Mormon, several left-leaning Christians and a couple of young men
simply looking for inklings of Him. We learned so much from each other. Every week we left
richer.

Though we only met for a few months, it still haunts my mind. I am convinced this is
what a Christian community was meant to be. American Christianity has abandoned this model.



Often the church is mostly concerned with the arid soil of programming, attendance,
“witnessing”, and building expenses.

The Alternative Christian seeks fertile ground. He seeks a community that is genuine,
that is not the intentional result of a “church-planting” organization but is a natural outpouring of
spirituality from a few individuals. He seeks a community that challenges him, that points him to
God in ways he never considered.

The Alternative Christian community is deeply intimate. Christ's washing of his disciple's
feet displays this intimacy among friends. When one strips away all sense of selfish pride and
facade and gets down on one's own knees to love his friends, he has found the Alternative
Christian community. It is a place where the beautiful act of eating together is a regular part of
the community. It is a place where one can feel comfortable sharing the deepest and most secret
inklings of Spirit with trusted friends. It is Home.

Roots and Context

So many of the Alternative Christians I speak with have a difficult time re-embracing the
tradition that originally alienated them. The Alternative Christian can never truly to come to
peace with the dark side of Christianity: the judgment, waste, and apathy that resides in so much
of the American Christian tradition. Nor should he.

I have a friend who says that we “take God, try to stuff Him in a tiny, easily manageable
container, and bury it in the field of manure of our own lives.” In some ways, he speaks truth.
We take the power of Spirit and intentionally limit it. We take our spirituality and try to
accessorize it, burying it in the “field of manure” that can be American Christian culture. Yet He
is still present. As Christ says, “which of you, if you found a treasure buried in a field, would not
go and sell everything you own and buy that field?”” There is still treasure in the field of the
Christian tradition. Sometimes it is deeply buried, but the Alternative Christian goes searching
nonetheless. He plays a cosmic game of hide-and-seek with God.

When fellow Alternative Christians tell me, “I just don't find anything compelling about
Christianity” I have a hard time believing them. Our tradition is so rich, so full of life and Spirit,
that it remains compelling to people of every nation and creed. The jewels are there; we simply
have to find them.

Eastern thought and traditions have come into vogue in the United States, especially on
the West coast. There is, of course, nothing wrong with this. Meditation, yoga, incense, and even
sushi can expand our worldview and compliment our spirituality. Buddhist philosophy and
practices can be easily and wonderfully integrated into our lives. However, no matter how hard
we might try, we can not become a Buddhist in the way a villager in Tibet can be a Buddhist. We
cannot become a Muslim in the same way a girl in Baghdad can become a Muslim. We cannot
understand Judaism in the some way as a boy living in the violence of Jerusalem. Spirituality is
most truly expressed when it resides in its native context. It cannot fully bloom unless it resides
in the context of culture and tradition. The upper-middle class American Buddhist simply cannot
give thanks for a bowl of rice in the same way as his brother in Nepal. The Alternative Christian
realizes this truth. For better or worse the Alternative Christian is often born and raised in a
modern American context and culture. Though it is often difficult, his spirituality cannot
blossom as fully in a context and a culture that he is not a part of. When he reenters his own
context of life he is able to live the best aspects of spirituality and society as fully as possible.

The Alternative Christian community seeks to embrace its own roots and context. By
integrating the various traditions of the group, the Alternative Christian community is able to



take the best of every tradition and create a sparkling gathering. By perhaps borrowing the
liturgy from the Lutheran, the passion of the Baptist, the mindfulness of the Catholic, the
community becomes a rich, diverse, and compelling entity.

Ritual

For nearly four years, my brother, wife and a few other friends have had a New Year's
tradition. We all hike down to the river before midnight and light a huge bonfire. It's often below
zero degrees Fahrenheit when we arrive. At the stroke of midnight, we all take off everything but
our shorts and run into the flowing water surrounded by ice. We jump out again, yelling to the
midnight sky and laugh as we warm ourselves by the fire. This is ritual.

Here lies another tension of faith. We thrive most in the soil of freedom, spontaneity, and
love. Yet there is true value, true Mystery in ritual. We are compelled to be, at the same time,
spontaneous and deliberate.

Ritual is mindfulness. It is not empty tradition; it is not a repetitive action. It is allowing
Mystery to break through our lives. Communion is a perfect example of this idea. When we are
mindful of our eating of bread and drinking of wine, we meditate upon the love of Christ and the
mystery of Spirit. We are mindful that through this act we are interconnected with every soul that
has participated in this ritual before us, and connected to every soul that every will ever
participate in it. It is a ritual full of meaning and full of Him.

Whether the ritual is jumping into a river or imbibing the body and blood of Christ, the
Alternative Christian makes ritual, the mindful performing of some physical act, a crucial aspect
of her spirituality. In this way he is able to worship God physically. His body, heart, mind, and
soul all participate in an act of worship. He worships “wholly.”

The Alternative Christian community seeks to involve acts of ritual in their gatherings.
Whether it be a hike in the mountains, a meal with each other, or Communion, the community
seeks to perform deliberate physical acts of sharing, meditation, and love.

The Face of the Alternative Christian Community

There is no model for the Alternative Christian community. There is no particular time,
place, or form that the Alternative Christian community must conform to. The only thing that is
needed is the collective vision of the individuals within a given community. That is the most
organic and natural form that the community can take. One community might be compelled to
help others in need and may meet only at the soup kitchen. Another might be interested in
dialogue and might meet weekly at a coffee shop or bar to discuss ideas and inklings. Another
might be interested in meeting out of doors and building community through adventure. All of
these can be natural outpourings of a group's collective vision. Many communities might be a
conglomeration of all of these things.

One of the largest challenges Alternative Christians face is the journey from isolation to
community. The Alternative Christian's spirituality is often intensely personal. He may not feel
like sharing his ideas, hopes, and faith in a discussion or small group setting. Alternative
Christians often cling so tightly to the Truth they know, they feel vulnerable sharing that Truth
with others. It is often a hard and long journey to embark upon. Letting down one's guard and
being willing to gather with others and approach Him in His holy Night is never easy.

Additionally, the Alternative Christian lacks a common means through which to meet
other Alternative Christians. There is no website, no building, and often no community in which



to find companionship with other open-minded individuals. The Alternative Christian is often
carving out a place in the Christian spectrum where nothing has existed before.

In order to carve out such a space, the only thing the Alternative Christian can do is
initiate dialogue with those around him. By seeking the Truth, the “jewels” that his friends,
family, acquaintances and coworkers possess, he is able to broaden his spirituality. Undoubtedly,
he will meet those individuals who challenge or compel him in a strong way. It is with this rag-
tag group of people that the Alternative Christian community starts. It may start with a dinner.
Maybe a walk. Slowly, organically, it grows into something larger, but no less genuine. It grows
from three to a dozen people meeting together. An Alternative Christian community has been
formed.



Conclusion

This is only the beginning of the dialogue. The thoughts, ideas, and beliefs of this book
are here to affirm the spirituality that so many of us hold, and to challenge all of us, regardless of
our beliefs, to begin a conversation with one another.

It is a conversation about faith and about God. It is about how we look at this world and
at each other. It is about how we gather together.

Ultimately, it is about how we reclaim our tradition and our spirituality. There is room for
us.

I hope this challenged you.



