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For decades the accepted wisdom has been that America's mainline Protestant churches arein decline,
eclipsed by evangelical mega-churches. Church and religion expert Diana Butler Bass wondered if thiswas
true, and this book is the result of her extensive, three-year study of centrist and progressive churches across
the country. Her surprising findings reveal just the opposite—that many of the churches are flourishing, and
they are doing so without resorting to mimicking the mega-church, evangelical style.

Christianity for the Rest of Us describes this phenomenon and offers a how-to approach for Protestants eager
to remain faithful to their tradition while becoming a vital spiritual community. As Butler Bass delved into
therich spiritua life of various Episcopal, United Methodist, Disciples of Christ, Presbyterian, United
Church of Christ, and Lutheran churches, certain consistent practices—such as hospitality, contemplation,
diversity, justice, discernment, and worship—emerged as core expressions of congregations seeking to
rediscover authentic Christian faith and witness today.

This hopeful book, which includes a study guide for groups and individuals, reveal s the practical steps that
leaders and laypeopl e alike are taking to proclaim an alternative message about an emerging Christianity that
strives for greater spiritual depth and proactively engages the needs of the world.
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Christine says

Great discussion on how to keep mainline Protestantism vibrant in a changing world.

Sharon Archer says

| struggle with the agenda of the Christian Right and the ideathat if you are liberal, well you can’t be
Christian...

Theworld is not in a cosmic battle between good and evil. The republican platform is not an interpretation of
scripture. “By defining politics as winning, often in terms like destroying the enemy and defeating Satan they
rightfully frighten people away from any talk of Christiansin politics.” We need discussion, discernment,
debate, and compromise.

Dan says

If you are looking for a prescription for vital Christianity based on a study of Scripture, you will be
disappointed in Christianity for the Rest of Us. This book is the result of a study, or pilgrimage as the author
calsit, to refute critics who say that only conservative churches can grow. She knew that "other" Christians
existed and set out to discover them and learn the characteristics of those mainline Protestant churches that
are thriving. The study was a serious, three-year study, the numerical results of which are tabulated in an
appendix that would be expected in an academic study. It included additional visits to churchesto verify her
initial conclusions.

She found ten characteristics in these vital churches, which she has termed hospitality, discernment, healing,
contemplation, testimony, diversity, justice, worship, reflection, and beauty. She devotes a chapter to each of
these characteristics, explaining their meaning by giving examples of what she found in specific churches.
Not all of the vital churches demonstrated all ten characteristics. The churches themselves presented a
diversity. All of the churches exhibited "the same spiritual triad: connection to tradition, commitment to
Christian practices, and concern to live God's dream. Together, tradition, practice, and wisdom embody the
Chrigtian life."

Ferrell says

Thisis such agood and important book. It's been out afew years now and is about mainline churches, but |
find in compelling now even for someone like me who is not part of the mainline tradition. Anyone who
cares about church would find this interesting.
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Joan says

First it must be noted that the research and data used in this book may be dated now as this was published in
2006. However, the basic premise left me encouraged about finding a relevant worship experience in future
mainline Protestant churches. Many will continue to decline and die but the churches Bass writes about are
growing and thriving and providing an avenue for spiritual growth and transformation of both individuals
and communities.

Katie says

This book annoyed me. Maybe I'm just not the intended audience, but it rubbed me the wrong way al the
way through. | read to about the halfway point, then skimmed to the end. It did get terribly repetitive, so |
didn't appear to miss too much by skimming.

Butler Bass starts off by talking about how she dislikes "self-absorbed and isolating” spirituality. This got me
all excited, because | feel similarly. However, | couldn't help but feel that many of the congregations she
profiles who supposedly counter this tendency of mainline Protestant spirituality really were just more of the
same, sometimes with a somewhat exotic twist, and as a rule more numerically successful than average. My
feeling of aienation from the book and the people it profiles only grew as | read onward.

While the book is about "liberal and progressive" churches, it could have been so without outright declaring
"evangelicals' as the enemy. Throughout the book "evangelical" is used as a synonym for "bad" or
"backwards" or--an issue that should be discussed more openly in "classless' America--"uncouth." You can
be anything you want, just don't be "evangelical"--we don't do such things in polite company. Throughout
the book, class conflict was an unspoken backdrop, never addressed to itsface. Asagirl raised in an
evangelical Quaker church where working class 'burbs meet rural fields, I'm sensitive to thisissue, and don't
have the luxury of ssimply ignoring it. The apologetic Anne Lamott NPR Christians aren't just afraid of being
seen as "intolerant” like those evangelical bugbears (in fact they are openly intolerant in their own ways).
They are afraid of being seen as cheez-whiz eating, TV watching, unironic Jesus kitsch-sporting "trailer
trash.”

The author of this book isfond of repeating, over and over again, lists of the kinds of people found in these
liberal churches. "Black and white, straight and gay" in particular gets reiterated again and again. While
diversity is certainly admirable, Butler Bass makes the usua "progressive" mistake and completely fetishizes
it. It'samost like all an old Methodist or Lutheran church needsto revitalize itself is atoken black family
and a gay mascot.

Butler Bass mourns the loss of the old neighborhoods and moral certainty she grew up with, but neither does
she nor the people she profiles seem willing to compromise to regain such athing. The "enemy" (those low-
class conservative evangelicals) must be warded off at all costs. Y ou get the impression that Jesus loves
everyone, especially gays and "the homeless," except those embarrassing country cousins. Unironically at
one point she points out that "moral purity" isout and that people just want "community" and "don't care
what their neighbor is doing." Presumably she means to say that we don't care what our neighbor isdoing in
his bedroom, but does she not realize that you can't have COMMUNITY without "busybodies’ who "care
what their neighbor is doing" at SOME level at least? Moral continuity and community require at least some
level of "judgementalism™ to uphold agreed upon community standards.
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| also kept wondering as | read, where are the kids? Because it's great that you're winning converts, but most
people eventually have kids. And if they don't feel comfortable there with their kids, the church will die, still,
eventually, it will just take alittle longer to get there. Many of these churches seemed either oblivious or
downright hostile to the needs of children. There were lots of 1abyrinth walks and " Celtic harp music" (oh,
rolling of my eyes) and "contemplative silence" and the word "gentedl" was using approvingly quite
frequently. But where are the kids supposed to go, in the midst of al this yuppy meditation time?

So anyhow. What makes a dying mainline church come back to life? | was interested to know, because I'm
currently looking for a new church after my young family was coldly and unceremoniously squeezed out of
an ELCA Lutheran congregation we had called home. | felt increasingly pushed away by the number of
sermons that were the pastor railing about politics (from afar left POV) and the disinterest in ministering to
families with young kids as compared to the "educated young urban professional” crowd. | loved the
traditional worship style but it felt colder and hollower every week, and the pastor was personally offended
when | didn't jump for joy at her increasingly flamboyant embrace of moral relativism. The church isdying,
and | wonder what could bring it back. According to Butler Bass, my old church was doing everything right.
They werea"RIC" church, welcoming sexual minorities. (Loudly and obnoxiously at times.) They were
traditional. (Traditional is good, apparently, while "exclusivist" or "conservative" are bad.) They even have
"the homeless' attending worship. But still, they're going down fast. Apparently Butler Bass' arithmatic
doesn't work for every church.

There were all your stock NPR Christian charactersin this book, the pastors getting arrested at protests, the
Christian Reiki practitioners (REIKI? barf), the Episcopalian druid services (yes not making that up), the
tepid equivocation that maybe moral relativism isn't good. The general tone of smug elitism. Woo! Now | go
back to pondering whether to go Catholic or back to the evangelical "low church.”

Sean says

In Christianity for the Rest of Us Diana Butler Bass journeys through the mainline churches in the United
States for aresearch project on the spiritually vitality of those churches. Bass spent her childhood in a
Methodist church until her family moved out west in her teen-age years. From that point on until later
adulthood she was a part of the Evangelical church. This project came about because she noticed, once she
came back to her mainline roots, that the Evangelical churches were getting all the press and number of
members while the mainlines were dwindling. She wanted to see if the statistics were true and if the mainline
churches were not showing signs of spiritual vitality.

Needless to say she did find mainline churches throughout the U.S. that were showing signs of life. Her book
focuses intently on ten specific congregations with another forty providing support for her findings. Within
these churches she found ten signposts of renewal: hospitality, discernment, healing, contemplation,
testimony, diversity, justice, worship, reflection, and beauty. Not all of the churches showed equal amounts
of thesetraits, but overall these were the traits that popped up on her project. Bass does well in showing that
the mainline churches still play a huge part of Christianity here in the United States, but no one really notices
because all the media attention is gobbled up by Evangelicals. Bass though leaves the feeling that she has
disdain for the Evangelical church with the way she describes them. Something that will not help in
ecumenical outreach within the Protestant traditionsin the U.S.

She does come off sarcastic at times and it's pointed towards the Evangelical church. So, do keep in mind
that this book has rhetoric to it and can be polemical. Sheis after al giving voice to a part of the Christian
tradition that is not getting any pressin the media. There is more to Christianity than the right-wing
Christians.
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Martin says

While the popular media, both secular and religious, have long written off "Mainstream Protestant”
denominations as dying, diminishing, and doomed, this book gives an aternative to this "conventional "
thinking.

Diana Butler Bass took a three-year pilgrimage exploring a number of vital mainline congregations
throughout the United States. What she experienced led her to conclude that, in spite of being irrelevant,
mainline Protestantism may indeed hold the essence of where the Church needs to be going in order to reach
aincreasingly post-modern, secularized society where the more and more people are identifying themselves
as"spiritual, not religious.”

These newly-vibrant, traditional Protestant congregations have embraced a variety of stylesin avariety of
places, but each of them have discovered an "ancient/future” approach that both upholds the traditions of
their foundations as well as speaking authentically to the society around them.

| found Bass analysisinsightful and inspiring. | recommend this book to anyone interested in exploring how
to transform and enlivening Christian community while still maintaining the center of what isimportant for
the faith.

Nancy says

Excellent analysis of contemporary mainline churches that have adapted to the changing needs of
congregations who are questioning the business-as-usual mid-20th century approach to Protestantism in the
us.

Rhonda says

This Baltimore native did study on Pew Grant of mainline churches which were "making it," thriving, and
not ultra-conservative mega churches. Very interesting insights, author very winsome in person, heard her
speak last week and read book in advance. Thought provoking as well.

Michael Robinson says

The introduction didn't really grab my attention but | kept reading. | got the sense that the author, Diana Bass
was trying to establish her credentials as a pastor and an author. | guess the part about her "being qualified”
to write about the subject was a bit off-putting.

| could relate to Chapter one: Vanished Village and how the author Diana Butler Bass experiences and
description of the church she grew up in and its decline.

It was very interesting how each of the congregations she got to know and wrote about were distinct and
different. Churches from various denominations (Presbyterian being one of several) that were able to
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independently develop faith communities. Each seemed to have its own spiritual emphasis which helped
connect the church and its members to Christian heritage.

It was also refreshing to see the inclusivity exhibited by each church.
Even though it was a brief part in the book, | thought she hit the nail on the head with her observation that in
each case, it was the local church and not it's larger national denominational body that was making the

differencein terms of establishing a growing community.

While contrasting the "liberal" Christian Church identities with the conservative christian counterparts, |
would have liked to read how Bass' contrast of what a"liberal" church means compared with secular
liberalism in palitics.

At any rate, the book was worth reading.

While reading the book, | was thankful that | was able to be amember of a church that also established a
missional identity that has attracted people of many ages.

Elena says

This book has some worthwhile insights, and will be useful for my congregation to consider. However, there
were some aspects of the book that rubbed me the wrong way. It is very much a white church book, speaking
to white church people. Y es, some of the churches discussed have racial diversity, but the author spent much
more time discussing political diversity than racial diversity.

Her approach to political diversity was very centrist, a sort of "good church people can be either Republican
or Demacratic" view - and, in the end, leans toward advocating a political centrism that | find empty and
spineless. | agree with her that linking Christian faithfulness to a party platform is wrongheaded, but
centrism is not the better way.

And finaly, there is an offhanded comment midway through the book where she derisively mentions an
Episcopal priest who brought some kind of paganism or earth spirituality into his congregation. | found her
dismissal of that as obviously too far - openness run amuck - to be evidence of her own shallowness and
prejudice.

That casual dismissal runs alongside wholehearted praise of all of her study congregations - she doesn't
mention any of those churches flaws or dysfunctions. I'm sure that approach makes it easier to find churches
to study - knowing that if you invite her in, she'll only say nice things and tell you how cool your churchiis.
But it leaves me feeling a bit deceived - especialy since I've heard that one of her ideal "purple" churchesis
actually totally run by the Republicans in the congregational |eadership, and attempts to squash organizing
by the liberalsin the church.
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Erica says

There were parts of this book that | really enjoyed, and parts which really bothered me. By and large, | found
myself agreeing with the author, if annoyed by some of the folks profiled. | guessit just feels like sometimes
people tend to become very self-righteous when talking about what worship, or church community, or
pastoral responsibility should or shouldn't look like, rather than traveling the journey that is theirs to travel
with as much integrity asthey can. If that makes sense.

David says

The common point of view these daysis that the so-called "mainline churches' are losing members. Along
with thisis the assumption that they are doomed, and that only more conservative evangelical churches are
growing. Diana Butler Bass offers a different perspective in her book that shares experiences discovered in a
study supported by the Lilly Endowment.

Whileit is true mainline congregations are having a difficult time, it is too soon to write an Obituary. Butler
Bass studied ten mainline congregations that are growing and thriving. She shares ten practices that
characterize these faith communities (hospitality, discernment, healing, contemplation, testimony, diversity,
justice, worship, reflection, beauty) Y ou may consider these to be signs of renewal.

Some call this her best book-I haven't read her others- but | found this to be easy to read. Our Book Club just
finished it. Our congregation isin transition at the present time. Thiswas a helpful book that offers an
interesting look at congregations from all regions of the United States. The so-called "mainline church”
seems alive and well in these congregations.

Rini Cobbey says

| wanted to like this book and forced myself to finish. The narrator (audio) wastruly horrible. She did
accents for interviewees being quoted and they were obnoxious, offensive, and unnecessary. Occasionaly |
heard an ideathat resonated. But mainly | heard the same concepts repeated ad nauseum. Maybe | should
have read the cliffes notes for myself. | think the thesis was the church should be purple politically and
mainline churches are hipper than they used to be. Which, maybe fine. But | wholeheartedly do not
recommend this book. Y ou guys, the narrator was ridiculous. Why didn't anybody say "Nope. No."
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