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If we are to share Jesus and see lives changed in our neighbourhoods and networks and within Europe we need to come to terms with a mighty shift in mindset that’s changed everything. It’s the shift from modernity to postmodernity. It’s the biggest change that Christians have had to face in 300-plus years.
To begin, what do we mean ‘modern’?

The English thinker Arnold Toynbee (who coined the term ‘postmodern’) proposed in 1939 that the ‘modern’ era ended around 1850–75. ‘Modern’ grew out of the enlightenment, dating from the 17th century. It put a premium on rationality and became known as the age of reason. It proposed that science could produce laws (truths). With it came the idea of ‘progress’. The age of reason subjected faith to serious scrutiny and criticism, eg Immanuel Kant’s refutation of traditional arguments for the existence of God. In many ways, however, modernity served Christianity well. It was foundational for the Christian contribution to medicine. The idea of ‘progress’ meshed with a post-millennial vision for a better world that helped energise the modern missionary movement.
So, what’s ‘postmodern’?

Essentially its foundation, as Lois Shawver put it, is “a loss of faith in the dreams of modernism.” Jean-François Lyotard summed it up in the soundbite “incredulity towards meta-narratives.” To put it another way, postmodernity is fuelled by innate scepticism. It’s profoundly suspicious about any big-picture explanation about anything. Dale Spender the feminist thinker put it this way: “Truth is what we invent, not what we discover.” More popularly it’s expressed in the title of a Manic Street Preachers album: “This is my Truth Tell me yours.”  So postmodernity emphasises personal choice over against shared values or creeds. 
Is Europe a postmodern continent?

Yes and no. postmodernity has had a big impact in Western Europe and parts of Scandinavia. in contrast the eastern orthodox churches never embraced the

enlightenment so the picture is somewhat different in Russia and eastern Europe with premodernity and modernity (applied Marxism) both strong elements. But the globalisation of business and youth culture is powerful.
So what are some of the implications for Christian mission?
1. Apologetics has a hugely important role. Christians need to be confident in their faith and able to make the case for believing, including being bold enough to “relativise the relativisers.” Art, music and symbolism come to the fore. 

2. Style is important. It begins with becoming confident with forms of communication that are open to questions and allow for disagreement. The blogosphere with its rules of engagement and discourse is both a place for witness and for self-education. 

3. Community is important: while attendance at conventional church may reduce even further, expect the cell group, large-scale festivals and experiments with community living to grow in importance. There are huge opportunities for churches who can understand how to be community and offer it to people who are disconnected by migration and other forces of postmodernity.
4. The Bible’s Big Story as an alternate world view. It’s vital that Christians rediscover the Bible, the grand narrative of God’s plan and purpose for the world he made.

5. The ultimate significance of Jesus of Nazareth.  Towering above everything else is Jesus. He is attractive to the postmodern mindset.  Our task is not merely to talk about him but to show him.

	Fact Box 1

Main features of modernity

· Economic Production: industrial and capitalist society served by a system of social classes

· Urbanisation: growth of cities

· The Bureaucratic State: emergence of powerful central government and administration

· Knowledge: derived from scientific and rational thought, not faith, magic or superstition

· Belief in Progress: based on confidence in science and technology.

Main features of postmodernity

· Growth of the service sector: decline in manufacturing, growth in flexible and home working, rise in unemployment

· Spread of Globalisation: business and culture spread across national boundaries

· Fragmentation: diversity, a pick and mix attitude

· Loss of faith in science: “people no longer believe in the myth of truth” (Lyotard)

· Scepticism about meta-narratives: no big story

· Abandonment of Enlightenment optimism

Main source Hewett-Norfolk



	Fact Box 2

Religion in Europe: some facts and figures church attendance

13% at least once a week

10% once a month

12% at Christmas etc

8% once a year

56% never

Belief in the UK
71% God     30% devil

64% soul     25% hell

44% life after death     68% sin

53% heaven     32% resurrection

Information from the European Values Survey 2002



In search of the spirit of truth

Bishop Tom Wright asks if the Bible can help us with the challenges of postmodernity
We live in a world – the western world, but increasingly the global community – where truth is at a discount. Relativism is everywhere; there is only ‘your truth’ and ‘my truth’. Facts don’t matter, spin is all that counts. Likewise, and deeply worrying for the church, because we easily get sucked into this, argument and reason are set aside.  Instead of debate we have the shrill swapping of hurt emotions. ‘I am a victim; you are prejudiced; end of conversation’. Or, in one of those worrying irregular verbs, ‘I am speaking from the heart, you are prejudiced, he or she is a bigot.’ This entire way of thinking – a world where the only apparent moral argument is the volume of the victim’s scream – is an affront to the biblical world, to the Anglican world, to the world of scripture, tradition and reason.
Reason is not the same as emotion or indeed experience. Genuine screams of genuine victims matter enormously, of course, and are all taken up into the cry of dereliction from the cross. But they are to be addressed, not with more screams, still less competing ones, but with healing, biblical wisdom. The reaction against scripture within postmodern Christianity is no worse than the reaction against reason itself and ‘experience’, which for John Wesley when he elevated it alongside scripture, tradition and reason meant ‘the experience of God the spirit at work transforming my life’, has come to mean ‘whatever I feel’ – which is no more a safe guide to anything than a glance at the English sky in the morning is a safe guide to the weather later in the day.
Postmodernity doesn’t stop with the deconstruction of truth. It deconstructs the self as well. At this point the Gnostic would do well to hide, because in postmodernity there is no such thing as the inner spark, the true inward reality. That’s why, for instance, in today’s debates among the gay community, the essentialist position (‘this is who I am’) is increasingly discounted by the constructivists (‘this is what I choose to be today’) – though you wouldn’t know that from the way the church still talks about the matter. But the greatest deconstruction of all is of course that of the overarching narrative, the great stories. Big stories, like truth-claims, declares the postmodernist, are claims to power. Live within the modernist story and the modernists will end up running the show. That’s how the world has worked for long enough. and of course that presents quite a challenge to the Christian; because the Bible is precisely a great narrative, the huge, sprawling story of creation and new creation, of covenant and new covenant, with Jesus in the middle of it. That is why many Christians today shrink their mission to the mere attempt to give some people, here and there, a spiritual life and a hope out beyond, rather than taking the mission where it needs to go, into every corner of God’s world and its systems and structures. But please note: the deconstruction of power-stories is itself a claim to power. Pontius Pilate asked Jesus ‘what is truth’, because for him the only truth was what came out of the scabbard of a sword. Indeed, the conversation between Jesus and Pilate in John 18 and 19 stands near the heart of a biblical theology of mission. In other words, though the postmodernist sneers at empire and its grandiose dreams, in the final analysis it colludes with it. it can scoff, but it cannot subvert. All those years of Jacques Derrida, and we still got George Bush and Tony Blair.
So what does the Bible itself have to say on the matter? How can the great story I’ve been speaking of respond to the postmodern challenge – because make no mistake, if it doesn’t, our mission will shrink into a sad little parody of its true self. The answer is that the story of scripture is not a story of power, but a story of love – genuine love, overflowing love for the world God made. Note carefully what happens at this point. I said postmodernity had one moral value only, the scream of the victim. That isn’t quite true. It has one other: the duty to, as is often said ‘embrace the other’. This has come from various sources and it’s sometimes joined up, though I have to say with minimal justification, with some elements of the work of Jesus. This is at the heart of the appeal that we ‘live with difference’, and so on. I have spoken about that elsewhere; it all depends on a decision as to which differences you can and should live with and which you shouldn’t and can’t. There is an enormous amount of begging the question currently

on this matter. But when we consider the biblical narrative we discover that here again postmodernity has produced a parody of the reality. In scripture, God makes a world that is other than himself, and that is full of complementarities: heaven and earth, night and day, sea and land, vegetation and animals, and ultimately humans, with the complementarity of male and female growing more evident within that world until it is finally affirmed, producing a picture of a world of radical differences with the differences made for one another.
Within the biblical narrative, of course, this reaches its great conclusion when heaven and earth finally come together, with the New Jerusalem as the bride of Christ. This is the biblical story of love: the love of God for his world, the love within that world for that which is radically different from me, from us, the love which really does ‘embrace the other’, not in a casual and floppy sense of ‘anyone who’s a bit different from me’, but in the deep ontological sense of a love which goes out into a different country altogether to affirm the goodness of God’s creation there and to discover, in that affirmation, the greatest delight which mirrors the delight of God the creator, the delight of Christ the lover.
What we desperately need, if we are to pursue a biblical, Christian and indeed Anglican mission in the postmodern world, is the spirit of Truth. There is no space to develop this further, but it is vital to say this one thing. We have got so used to the postmodern sneer that any truth-claim is instantly suspect and at that point many Christians have lurched back to the apparent safety of a modernist claim: conservative modernists claim that they can simply look up truth in the Bible, without realising what sort of book it is, while radical modernists claim they find truth in today’s science, without realising what sort of a thing that is either. But we cannot go back; we have to go on; and the spirit of Truth, often invoked in favour of any and every innovation in the church, is actually at work when we live within the great story, the love story, God’s love-story, and become in turn agents, missional agents, of that story in the world. Truth is not something we possess and put in our pockets, because truth is grounded in the goodness of creation, the promise of redemption for that creation, and the vocation of human beings to speak God’s word both of naming the original creation and of working for new creation – the word, in other words, of mission. The spirit of Truth is given so that, living within the great biblical story, we can engage in those tasks.
The Rev Dr NT Wright is bishop of Durham and a prolific author in New Testament topics. Extracted from a presentation at the 2008 Lambeth Conference. 


