
tions is chapter eight, on Divine Determinism
and Predestination, but that can still be read
with some profit.

This is a great little book (176 pages). It
would be a great refresher for pastors to read,
to remind them of the prevalence of theologi-
cal errors in our modern world, and as a diag-
nosis for proper preaching and teaching. It is
also organized and written for laypeople in the
church, who could read this book and study it
together for their own edification. Olson is nei-
ther “preachy” nor condemnatory, but calmly
and clearly sets out his positions and the core
of Christian orthodoxy in an engaging manner.
I heartily recommend this book.

Mark Granquist
Luther Seminary
Saint Paul, Minnesota

RADICAL DISCIPLESHIP: A LITURGI-
CAL POLITICS OF THE GOSPEL, by
Jennifer M.McBride.Minneapolis: Fortress,
2017. Pp. 279. $34.00 (paper).

Although the title of Jennifer McBride’s
new book trips splendidly through key words
in systematic theology (liturgy, politics, disci-
pleship, radical, gospel), and in fact is an exer-
cise in theological heavy lifting, it is also
wonderfully accessible. Its methodology is one
of “lived theology,” which McBride defines as
“theological reflection born from disciple-
ship—from intentionally placing oneself in
situations of social concern as one responds to
Jesus’s call to follow him there” (8).

McBride, who currently serves as the presi-
dent of the International Bonhoeffer Soci-
ety—English Language Section, brings her
Bonhoeffer scholarship to bear. But the beat-
ing heart of this work is her experience in com-
munity with the Open Door, “an intentionally
interracial, residential, Christian activist and
worshipping community in Atlanta, Georgia,

that for thirty-five years has been engaged in
works of mercy and justice focusing on home-
lessness, mass incarceration, and anti-death-
penalty protest” (2).

If you follow McBride’s work, the serendip-
ity here is not lost, that this book, the second
academic work by one of our outstanding
Bonhoeffer scholars, offers a report on what
amounts to her own Harlem moment. Just as
Bonhoeffer’s experience of the Harlem Renais-
sance affected his entire theological produc-
tion, so too does McBride’s experience with the
Open Door seem to have reoriented her ap-
proach to theology as a whole.

Back in 2013, I had the honor of reviewing
McBride’s first book, The Church for the World:
A Theology of Public Witness. In that work,
McBride put forward the rather remarkable
thesis that “acceptance of guilt is the only ex-
clusive claim about itself that the church has
over the world” (130). McBride seems to have
taken this thesis and made it her life mission,
because the work in which she has engaged at
the Open Door is itself a life transformed by
such confession. In fact, of her previous work I
had argued that the ethnographic work she of-
fered in the final chapters kept a bit of distance
from the theology in the early chapters. Here,
McBride has elided any distinction, because
the entire book is an exercise in lived theology.

In particular, McBride believes, as she dis-
cusses in chapter 3 (Christmas), that it is only
in the reducing of distance that we overcome
the alienation that is part and parcel of guilt
unprocessed. When we bring bodies into prox-
imity, we habituate our actual bodies in the
struggle. “If discipleship necessitates a new
situation, this means that where we place our
bodies matters. We learn through our bodies,
our practice shapes our understanding, and
so, like Jesus the homeless wanderer, the crim-
inal on the cross, [we] intentionally place our
bodies with the guilty” (22).

The focus on repentance is not ultimately
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for the sake of feeling individually guilty, but
rather as the energizing force for the shift that
is necessary towards organizing and structural
change. “As the definitive activity of the Chris-
tian, repentance arises from privileged disci-
ples acknowledging their complicity in, and
accepting responsibility for, societial struc-
tures, forces, and attitudes that bar [the con-
demned, excluded, and needy] from the
abundant life of beloved community” (41).

McBride tells the story of the Open Door
and her participation in it, often in incredibly
moving detail. She offers, though, a rather
compelling thesis, that the call to discipleship
is for the whole church, and not just special
set-apart people, even new monastic commu-
nities. She believes that standing with the
guilty should not be the work of communities
like the Open Door alone, but should be the
central mark of discipleship and Christian
community, precisely because this is how
truth will be rendered, and the good news
proclaimed, in all places.

If there is one weakness to the book, it is its
attempt at doing too many things at once. It is a
work of theological scholarship, a memoir of
her experience with the Open Door, an exercise
in lived theology, and a meditation on the litur-
gical calendar. It is a small criticism, nothing
more, to note that it is this last structural ele-
ment that feels the most forced.

But because it is an experiment in propos-
ing radical discipleship for all, by necessity it
must try to weave such discipling into the ordi-
nary shape of Christian community, and so in
this sense the intuition to traverse the liturgy
has merit. It is a liturgical proposal with pri-
marily ecclesial implications, as we then sub-
sequently learn in the concluding chapters of
her book.

“The renewing Spirit of Pentecost calls for a
new ecclesial form, for privileged churches in
the United States to become new social spaces
that make beloved community concrete, how-

ever fragile their expression may be” (236).
McBride’s radical proposal here is towards
base communities in each congregation that
commit to voluntary simplicity, a virtue ethic
of freeing simplicity in place of the rule-based
system of voluntary poverty. This is radical not
in the sense of its hyper-spiritual practice but
radical instead in its widespread repeatabil-
ity/replicability in every context. She stakes as
her inspiration the writing of Peter Maurin,
who suggested the formation of hospitality
houses rooted within existing congregations
—“Christ Houses” rooting congregations in
the works of mercy and justice that are the re-
demptive signs of God’s coming kingdom, the
inauguration of beloved community. She con-
cludes her book with brief descriptions of four
communities that model this “Christ House”
concept: Manna House in Tennessee, SAME
Café in Denver, Colorado; Magdalene House,
also in Tennessee; and New Hope House in
Georgia.

I conclude here with a long but remarkable
quote from her chapter on Lent. I had never
quite considered the juxtaposition of morality
and lament in these terms, but find the reflec-
tion so compelling. “‘Morality,’ as Barth and
Bonhoeffer define it, not only impairs our
hearing the alarm cries of conscience, it leaves
us, in Barth’s words, ‘impertinent,’ dismissive
and functionally unsympathetic to the needs
of the strangerss in our midst. Whereas lament
is attuned to the audible and silent cries of the
oppressed and despised, and drives us toward
solidarity with them, a focus on ‘morality’ cre-
ates distance and division. Whereas lament
opens the church up to a new love, new con-
cern, and new creation, moralism closes Chris-
tians off to God and others. Moralism and
lament are not only opposite dispositions,
though; morality, as Barth defines it, actually
cuts off lament. It ossifies faith into ideol-
ogy—into rigid religious, social, and political
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beliefs that resist the redemptive movement of
the living God” (124).

Clint Schnekloth
Good Shepherd Lutheran Church
Fayetteville, Arkansas

THE MINISTER AS MORAL THEOLO-
GIAN: ETHICAL DIMENSIONS OF
PASTORAL LEADERSHIP, by Sondra
Wheeler. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
2017. Pp. 160. $21.99 (paper).

A popular series on Public Television for
several seasons was Grantchester. The lead
character, Sidney Chambers, in addition to be-
ing an Anglican clergyman, invested a signifi-
cant amount of time helping local police solve
crimes. To his credit as a parish priest, he was
also seen attending to church concerns such as
counseling those in need, running a parish,
and delivering homilies.

One episode, however, showed the unmar-
ried Chambers preaching on love, then rush-
ing off to engage in episode-ending sex with a
dear—but still married—female friend. The
episode made for provocative television. Com-
mercial popularity not withstanding, the epi-
sode would have been less sensational, but
more ethical, if Father Chambers had read and
taken to heart The Minister as Moral Theolo-
gian. In her book, Sondra Wheeler insists
that pastors teach ethics by how they handle
(or avoid handling) morally challenging situa-
tions.

While Wheeler’s book lacks the ratings
splash of popular television, her advice
throughout this insightful book is truthful,
pertinent, and trenchant. This book is pri-
marily intended to reach those preparing
for ministry, seminary students in particular.
Nonetheless, this short, finely crafted book can
also be of value to those already in active min-
istry. It would be a helpful resource for clergy

cluster groups and even for church councils
and minister support groups.

Wheeler understands the challenges that
face clergy; and she is sympathetic to the pres-
sures of parish, family, and personal life. She is
sensitive to improprieties and scandals in the
church. And she is aware that leadership is a
delicate dance. She acknowledges that it is not
easy for a ministerial leader to form and sus-
tain a healthy life. But it is crucial to be on the
path.

She also recognizes that ethical issues are
complex, confusing, complicated, and often
controversial. From this conviction she
clearly and evenhandedly affirms and dis-
cusses the indispensability of three broad
families of moral theory: the ethics of duty, the
ethics of consequences, and the ethics of vir-
tue. Grounding her perceptions in the Bible
(particularly St. Paul) and Thomas Aquinas
(whom she regards as the progenitor of Chris-
tian thought in the West), Wheeler stresses the
need for obligation, right action, and justice.

In the opening segment of the book
Wheeler discusses the necessity—and the dif-
ficulty—of faithful preaching. Preaching can
be dangerous because there are many difficult
texts in the common lectionary and many dif-
ficult situations in life to be addressed by those
texts. But it is better and more honest to ad-
dress such difficulties than it is to ignore them.
Wheeler discusses four challenges in preach-
ing: responding to issues of evil and suffering;
confronting difficult biblical texts that are of-
ten ignored; discussing morally troubling texts
that raise the issue of right action; and examin-
ing controversial and divisive texts. Wheeler
offers and discusses seven guidelines for
speaking the Word in the face of difficulty.

At this point Wheeler’s observations, while
helpful, tend to read a little like a how-
and-what-to-preach manual. She offers seven
numbered guidelines on what to say about
texts that make demands; eight guidelines for
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