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The	goal	of	this	presentation	is	to	put	forward	a	constructive	and	innovative	
theological	proposal	for	the	theme	of	the	conference	‘Seizing	an	Alternative:	
Toward	an	Ecological	Civilization”.	This	paper	will	attempt	to	put	forward	
three	broad	themes	in	that	direction.	First	by	addressing	certain	aspects	
related	to	eschatological	expectations	of	evangelical,	charismatic	and	
fundamentalist	Christians	in	order	to	facilitate	collaboration	on	immediate	
issues	and	activities	that	would	benefit	from	collaboration.	Second,	by	
examining	the	preponderance	of	theological	projects	that	attempt	to	recover	
some	past	notion	without	thoroughly	examining	the	unjust	elements	of	those	
systems	and	structures	that	gave	rise	to	the	desirable	notions.	Lastly,	by	
utilizing	a	recent	movie	(Mad	Max:	Fury	Road)	as	an	allegorical	word	picture	
in	order	to	frame	the	severe	need	for	immediate	and	drastic	action.		
	

We	have	passed	from	one	era	into	another.	The	change	is	hinted	at	not	just	

by	the	proliferation	of	post-labels	(modernism,	colonialism,	structuralism,	etc.)	but	a	

significant	and	sustained	rate	of	change	and	fragmentation	that	is	evident	across	our	

society	and	increasingly	globalized	world.	It	is	popular	to	refer	to	ours	as	the	

information	age	in	contrast	to	the	industrial	age,	which	supplanted	the	agrarian	

age.1		

	
• 1969	pronounced	the	Dawning	of	the	Age	of	Aquarius.		
• 1968	saw	the	cover	of	Time	magazine	ask	“Is	God	Dead”?		
• 1972	is	pinned	as	the	beginning	of	the	post-modern	era	with	the	demolition	

of	the	Pruitt	Igoe	housing	projects	in	St.	Louis,	Missouri	(July	15,	1972	at	3:32	
pm).	

• The	Vietnam	War	left	many	in	the	early	70’s	disillusioned	on	the	heels	of	
Watergate,	Woodstock	and	the	earlier	assassinations	of	JFK	and	MLK.			

• In	1971	John	Cobb	was	already	asking	if	it	was	too	late	for	the	environment.		

																																																								
1	Some	prefer	to	begin	the	era	transition	with	the	events	of	WWII.	For	example	see		
Michael	H.	Hunt,	The	World	Transformed:	1945	to	the	Present	(Oxford	University	
Press,	Incorporated,	2014).	
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• Hal	Lindsay	had	put	out	the	Late	Great	Planet	Earth.		
• It	was	also	in	this	window	that	global	conceptions	changes	with	1969’s	first	

moon	landing,	1970’s	first	Earth	Day	celebration,		1971’s	founding	of	Green	
Peace	and	the	famous	1972	picture	of	Earth	as	a	‘small	blue	marble’	provided	
by	Apollo	17.		

	
	

This	brief	sample	of	cultural	moments	is	more	than	anecdotal	however.	It	

may	be	illuminating	as	to	the	impact	on	our	collective	imaginary	and	societal	

psyche.	In	the	shadow	of	these	historic	shifts	there	were	two	impactful	memes	that	

had	a	profound	impact	on	my	childhood	and	inform	my	thesis	that	we	have	actually	

moved	into	a	different	historical	era.	

As	an	American	evangelical	growing	up	in	the	1980s	I	was	haunted	by	two	

ominous	threats:	the	Cold	War	nuclear	threat	and	the	imminent	return	of	Jesus.	We	

joke	now	about	drills	at	school	in	which	students	were	taught	to	hide	under	their	

desks	and	cover	their	heads	in	the	case	of	emergency	–	a	similar	plan	in	the	event	of	

either	a	bomb	or	a	tornado.	Both	were	occasions	for	sirens	that	would	signal	that	it	

was	time	for	a	collective	group	response	of	seeking	shelter	under	metal-framed	

desks	with	wooden	tops	hinged	on	the	far	side	to	provide	storage	for	school	

supplies.	One	has	to	question	how	effective	this	strategy	would	have	been	in	the	

event	of	nuclear	war	as	well	as	the	potential	traumatizing	effect	it	had	on	those	

generations	raised	under	such	threat.		

The	second	looming	event	was	‘the	rapture’	of	God’s	chosen	and	the	return	of	

Christ	for	the	millennial	reign.	Popular	manifestations	of	this	belief	were	

immortalized	in	such	memorable	ways	as	bumper	stickers	reading	‘in	the	event	of	

the	rapture	this	car	will	be	unmanned’,	street-corner	prophets	holding	signs	
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proclaiming	“repent	-the	end	is	near”,	cult-classic	movies	like	‘Thief	In	The	Night”	

and	popular	songs	such	as	“I	wish	we’d	all	been	ready”.		One	needed	to	always	be	a	

sinless	state	or	perpetually	in	repentance/grace	(depending	on	ones	tribe)	in	case	

the	trumpets	should	sound	and	the	Lord	would	return.		

Setting	aside	concerns	about	the	potential	trauma	to	ones	psyche	to	live	

under	such	imminent	disasters,	I	want	to	consider	what	possible	good	the	ongoing	

delay	(or	perpetual	deferral)	of	the	parousia	and	unfulfilled	expectations	of	

Armageddon	might	provide	in	our	desire	to	‘Seize	An	Alternative’	and	move	toward	

an	ecological	civilization	which	operates	by	a	different	economy.		

The	proposal	is	this:	would	it	be	possible	for	those	us	who	occupy	the	

mainline,	progressive,	enlightened,	educated,	and	post-something	positions	to	

refrain	from	collective	eye-rolling,	mocking,	and	confrontational	apologetics	in	

order	to,	instead,	adopt	a	posture	of	cautious	agreement	on	the	state	of	the	world	

and	inhabit	an	irenic	desire	to	affect	change	through	coalitions	with	our	evangelical-

fundamentalist-charismatic	and	conservative	sisters	and	brothers	by	agreeing	that	

this	is	indeed	the	end?	I	recognize	that	this	concession	comes	with	inherent	dangers	

of	importing	an	interventionist	expectation	as	it	relates	to	solutions	and	approaches.	

Certainly	there	will	be	those	who	are	so	deeply	indoctrinated	with	notions	of	an	in-

breaking	of	eternity	or	of	a	heavenly	evacuation	that	they	are	not	capable	of	

conceiving	of	a	way	to	work	toward	restoration.	Some	conceive	on	any	move	toward	

correction	or	health	as	nothing	more	than	rearranging	deck-chairs	on	the	Titanic.	

Those	groups	are	not	our	concern	for	this	project.	Our	potential	partners	are	those	



	 4	

who	have	inherited	a	messianic	expectation	of	divine	deliverance	but	who	are	

willing	to	work	toward	justice	and	health	for	the	common	good.		

	

Alienation	at	the	End	

I	am	suggesting	that	it	would	a	relatively	simple	adaptation	to	put	our	energy	

into	channeling	the	flood	of	popular	opinion	instead	of	the	exhausting	(and	

seemingly	uphill	battle)	of	holding	back	the	mounting	pressure	in	some	sort	of	

opinion	dam	with	facts,	stats	and	critical	biblical	hermeneutics.	Many	look	at	the	

state	of	the	world	and	the	images	provided	by	the	nightly	news	and	think	that	‘these	

are	signs	of	the	end’.	It	would	not,	therefore,	seem	like	too	big	of	a	leap	to	suggest	

that	we	have	already	crossed	the	threshold	and	are	currently	living	in	those	end	

times.	Admittedly,	there	were	no	angelic	trumpet	blasts,	no	tearing	of	the	sky,	no	

physical	return	and	no	rapture.2	That	reading	is	up	for	debate	and	a	case	can	be	

made	for	a	poetic	or	political	approach	to	those	apocalyptic	expectations	of	our	first	

century	texts.	What	is	not	debatable	is	that	something	has	changed	in	our	world	and	

we	now	live	in	a	different	era.		

We	must	ask	the	questions:		

• Are	democracy,	capitalism,	and	the	nation	"final	forms"?	

• Is	Christianity	in	its	final	form?	Is	classical	or	creedal	theology	set?	

• Is	ours	a	society	of	spectacle?		

• Are	our	cultural	problems	because	we	are	bumping	up	against	a	societal	
membrane	called	'the	end'?		

																																																								
2	God’s	work	in	the	world	(and	history)	is	often	difficult	to	discern	in	real	time.	
Theological	activity	is	frequently	done	apostori	where	the	impact	is	recognized	and	
assigned	meaning	in	retrospect	(retroactively).		
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Our	time	in	the	West	is	notable	for	four	profoundly	distinguishable	markers	of	a	

culture	amiss.	I	would	suggest	that	these	are	due	to	our	having	entered	into	a	new	

era	while	failing	to	perceive	or	acknowledge	it	as	such.	Regardless	if	one	agrees	with	

my	assertion,	our	society	is	permeated	by	four	increasingly	intensifying	marks	(or	

effects)	of	the	delay-deferral	of	the	expected	parousia.	These	indicators	are	(and	I	

have	alliterated	them	as	a	mnemonic	device):		

• Discouragement		
• Dysfunction	
• Decline		
• Disaster	

	
Discouragement	can	be	perceived	in	a	range	of	manifestations	from	a	pervasive	

malaise,	to	widespread	depression	and	eventually	outright	despair.	We	are	plagued	

by	a	boredom	of	epidemic	proportions	and	defeated	resignation	in	the	face	of	

endless	consumerism	and	unsatisfying	work	and	family	commitments.	

Dysfunction	is	represented	in	everything	from	divorce	rates	to	the	governmental	

gridlock	as	seen	in	our	unproductive	congressional	system.		

Decline	is	referenced	in	areas	such	as	shrinking	attendance	in	Mainline	

denominations	(and	faith	as	a	whole)	and	American	exceptionalism	in	the	global	

community	-	as	well	as	falling	education	standards	for	our	young	people.		

Disaster	is	seen	in	visible	examples	of	oil	spills	washing	up	on	our	shores,	economic	

crashes	resulting	in	bail	outs	of	the	‘too	big	to	fail’	banks	and	the	automotive	

industry,	and	our	dubious	inability	to	end	multiple	wars.		
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Pervasive	discouragement,	dysfunction,	decline	and	disaster	mark	the	late	

modern	era.	Conversations	abound	about	the	demise	of	Christendom,	the	effects	of	

globalization	on	nationalism	and	immigration,	the	failures	of	both	capitalism	and	

Marxism	to	deliver	on	their	promises	and	the	dysfunction	of	our	democracy	-	not	to	

mention	the	confusing	blips	of	the	Arab	Spring	(in	the	Middle	East),	Occupy	

movement	(in	the	US)	and	Idle	No	More	(in	Canada).	

	

This	is	perhaps	why	so	many	(re)ligious		organizations	and	people	(re)sort	to	

(re)clamation	projects	in	(re)action	to	the	perceived	problems	that	(re)sult	from	our	

denial	or	failure	to	(re)cognize	that	we	have	indeed	entered	into	a	new	and	different	

era	–	a	place	that	we	have	never	been	before.		

	
The	impulse	to	(re)ach	back	into	the	imagined	past	and	attempt	to	salvage	

some	measure	of	order	or	to	(re)orient	ourselves	to	this	new	landscape	in	

understandable.	The	danger,	however,	is	(re)sounding	as	we	endeavor	to	become	

(what	the	fantastic	book	title	labels)	‘The	Way	We	Never	Were’.	3	

It	is	notable	how	many	contemporary	theological	projects	employ	a	motive	

that	begins	with	the	prefix	‘Re’.	Before	I	provide	that	list,	let	me	just	say	that	there	

some	important	(and	Biblical)	words	that	begin	with	‘Re’.	Both reconciliation	and	

restoration	are	two	indispensible	examples.	Two	other	powerful	words	that	would	

complete	that	constellation	would	be	repentance	and	reparations.		More	could	be	

said	on	exploring	those	four	Biblical	concepts	for	the	21st	century.	

																																																								
3	Stephanie	Coontz,	The	Way	We	Never	Were:	American	Families	and	the	Nostalgia	
Trap	(BasicBooks,	1992).	
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		 Unfortunately,	these	four	‘Re-’	words	are	not	the	ones	that	I	see	and	hear	the	

most	in	many	Christian	circles	or	find	in	much	theological	literature.	While	

‘Revelation’	and	‘Religion’	may	be	the	most	prominent	offerings,	they	are	not	the	

only	ones.	Many	theological	projects	are	framed	with	words	such	as:	

• Revisit	
• Reclaim	
• Restore	
• Return	
• Renew	
• Reform	
• Renovate	
• Reframe	
• Redefine	
• Remember	
• Recall	
• Re-imagine	
• Re-present	
• Reinforce		
• Revive	
• Reexamine	
• Redeem	
• React	
• Respond	
• Retreat	

		
The	above	group	of	‘Re-’	words	is	insufficient	for	the	challenge	that	we	are	up	

against.	I	would	argue	that	the	nature	of	Christianity	is	incarnational	–	so	the	past	is	

not	the	sole	determining	factor	for	our	present	or	future	expression.	The	problem	

with	the	past	is	that	it	is	too	easy	to	romanticize	some	notion	or	concept	in	isolation	

without	addressing	the	larger	structures	of	injustice	and	exclusion	that	it	was	

embedded	in	or	birthed	out	of.	

	

Romanticizing the Past 

Susan Hekman argues that reclamation projects too easily romanticize some 
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remembered notion or concept in isolation without addressing the larger structures of 

injustice and exclusion that it was embedded in or birthed out of. One can not simply 

reach back and reclaim-recycle-repurpose antiquated words and concepts.  

 “MacIntyre’s approach exemplifies a disturbing characteristic of much of the 
communitarian literature: the romanticization of premodern societies that ignores 
the oppression and hierarchy that was endemic to those societies. Even Sandel 
(1984, 17), despite his modernist leanings, sometimes falls prey to the tendency to 
glorify traditional communities. The narrative selfhood that MacIntyre lauds can 
only be obtained at a high price: the ascription of traditional roles.”  
 

There is a popular desire in several streams of Christian theology to reclaim  

Aristotelian notions such polis, habitus and phronesis (enacted wisdom).4 This desire to 

recover pre-modern (or at least pre-enlightenment) conceptions of community and 

character are understandable within a critique of consumer Christianity and its vapid, 

soulless fascination with image and appearance. 5 There is a (re)cognition that the 

modernity project has dried out and withered the Christian soul and left it without vibrant 

connection-in-community - having stripped us of nearly all of our practices/praxis or any 

apparent framework for embodied/enacted understanding.  

The solution, however, is not simply to reclaim/recycle/repurpose ancient 

(antiquated) Aristotelian concepts from the pre-modern world. Hekman explains:  

 
“When it comes to the highly charged issue of the sexism and racism of the 
traditions he praises so highly, MacIntyre seems to abandon his interrelationship 
thesis. With regard to the Aristotelian tradition, he tries to deny the claim that 
sexism and racism are an integral part of this system of virtues. 
… throughout his writings MacIntyre unambiguously asserts it is this traditional 

																																																								
4	Aristotelian	reclamation	surfaces	in	schools	of	thought	as	varied	as	Radical	
Orthodoxy,	the	Missio	Alliance,	and	my	academic	field	of	Practical	Theology.		
5	Guy	Debord	articulates	the	migration	in	the	industrial-to-technological	20th	
century	from	an	emphasis	on	being,	to	having,	to	appearing.	Guy	Debord,	Society	Of	
The	Spectacle	(Bread	and	Circuses	Publishing,	2012).	
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community we must foster if we are to return to any semblance of a moral life: 
“What matters at this stage are the construction of local forms of community 
within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through 
the new dark ages which are already upon us (1984,263).” 6 

  
To thinkers like MacIntyre and Hauerwas, we are descending further into an age 

of darkness. Their answer is to (re)claim or (re)turn to some former understanding or 

manifestation. Hekman insists that we cannot even attempt to do so without 

acknowledging and addressing the inherent racism, sexism, and disparity built into every 

level of the structures from which those romantic notions come. If we fail to do so, we 

will reinforce, recreate, and reenact the very injustice and disparity that plagues the 

corrupted configuration entrenched in our failing institutions.  

		

Taking	a	Sharp	Left	Turn	

The	Mad	Max	movie	“Fury	Road”	provides	a	metaphorical	inspiration	for	the	

road	ahead.			

After	their	civilization	had	collapse,	society	began	to	break	down	as	both	gas	

and	water	become	scarce.	A	warlord	named	Immortan	Joe	rises	to	become	a	tyrant	

in	charge	of	a	fortified	city	call	‘the	citadel’	and	a	dedicated	army	or	‘war	boys’.	

Charlize	Theron	plays	a	character	named	Furiosa	who	is	tasked	with	driving	an	

armored	tanker	to	“Gas	Town”,	a	refinery	that	Immortan	Joe	owns.	Things	really	

intensify	when	Furiosa	turns	off	the	main	supply	road	and	takes	a	sharp	left	turn	

that	causes	alarm	in	the	Citadel	and	sets	off	a	series	of	events	that	will	ultimately	

																																																								
6	Susan	Hekman,	“The	Embodiment	of	the	Subject:	Feminism	and	the	
Communitarian	Critique	of	Liberalism,”	The	Journal	of	Politics	54,	no.	04	(November	
1992).	
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lead	to	the	overthrow	of	Joe’s	tyrannical	reign	and	the	liberation	of	the	struggling	

masses.		

	

Like	Furiosa,	in	order	to	seize	an	alternative	we	must	make	a	dramatic	and	

sharp	left	turn	off	the	well-trodden	highway	and	embark	on	off-road	adventure	of	

desperation	and	liberation	for	the	captives	of	this	tyrannical	and	oppressive	system.	

Jesus	is	quoted	as	saying	that	wide	is	the	gate	and	broad	is	the	road	that	leads	to	

destruction	(Matt	7:13).	Followers	of	Jesus	should	have	no	hesitation	about	turning	

off	the	well-trodden	road	between	government	(the	Citadel)	and	economy	(Gas	

Town)	in	order	to	pursue	the	narrow	road	that	leads	to	life.		

	

Marc	C.	Taylor	in	his	contributing	chapter	of	Theology	at	the	End	of	Modernity	

tackles	the	danger	of	a	parousia	delayed	or	deferred7	suggesting	that	“the	‘re-‘	of	

religion	marks	a	repetition	(compulsion)	that	neither	solves	nor	heals	but	re-marks	

the	devastating	space	that	is	the	dead	time	of	nonapocalyptic	disaster.”8	He	suggests	

that	fundamentalism,	in	all	its	varieties,	“grows	out	of	a	deep	sense	that	something	is	

wrong	with	modernity”	and	elaborates:		

	
“In	the	wake	of	the	confusion	and	uncertainty	brought	by	the	pluralism	and	
relativity	of	modern	culture,	there	is	a	pervasive	nostalgic	longing	to	return	
to	the	peace	and	security	of	a	world	in	which	truth	seemed	notable	and	
morality	doable.”9		

	

																																																								
7	Theology	at	the	End	of	Modernity:	Essays	in	Honor	of	Gordon	D.	Kaufman	(Trinity	
Press	International,	1991),	240.	
8	Ibid.,	244.	
9	Ibid.,	237.	
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This	assertion	directly	correlates	to	the	profound	depth	of	what	we	are	up	

against	in	our	era.	Taylor	interacts	with	Maurice	Blanchot’s	notion	of	‘disaster’	to	

convey	both	the	consequential	and	elusive	nature	of	our	time.	Quoting	Blanchot:		

“The	disaster	ruins	everything,	all	the	while	leaving	everything	intact.	It	does	
not	touch	anyone	in	particular;	“I”	am	not	threatened	by	it,	but	spared,	left	
aside.	It	is	this	way	that	I	am	threatened		…”			

	
It	is	this	dual	nature	of	both	consequence	and	elusiveness	that	permeates	our	

existence	after	the	end.	We	keep	on	going	though	we	feel	lost.	We	are	lonely	even	

though	we	are	never	alone	and	always	connected	to	the	web.	We	cannot	rest	even	

while	exhausted.	We	are	bored	while	constantly	active.	We	have	more	stuff	that	we	

could	possible	use	but	are	afraid	to	lose	even	the	little	that	we	feel	we	have.		

As	long	as	we	continue	to	travel	the	well	worn	route	between	the	Citadel	and	

Gas	Town	we	will	(even	unconsciously)	re-enforce	and	re-instantiate	the	systems	

and	structures	of	the	past	that	have	delivered	us	into	the	this	new	and	regrettable	

era.	If	we	want	to	seize	an	alternative,	we	are	going	to	have	to	be	willing	to	take	a	

sharp	left	turn	off	the	wide	road	which	leads	to	destruction	and	forge	a	new	and	

living	way	that	avoids	the	endless	roundabout	debates	so	prevalent	in	our	identity	

politics,	religious	camps	and	gender/sex	formulations.		

	
	
	
	
	
My	proposal	is	two-fold:		

1)	That	we	(re)pent	of	our	attempts	to	engage	in	projects	that	begin	in	‘Re’.	
	
2)	In	order	to	break	our	addiction	to	these	former	ways,	I	propose	that	we	
discipline	ourselves	to	engage	only	in	projects	that	begin	with	vowels.	Three	
tri-part	suggestions	would	be:	
• 	Examine	–	Imagine	–	Adapt	
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• 	Explore	–	Address	–	Evolve	
• 	Investigate	–	Interrogate	–	Innovate	

	
The	constructive	options	are	nearly	endless:	seize,	occupy,	inhabit,	cultivate,	

imagine,	curate,	and	invest	–	to	name	only	a	few.	Whichever	formulation	one	

decides	to	embrace,	it	is	important	to	recognize	that	the	context	in	which	we	do	so	

provides	the	architecture,	the	space,	in	which	our	spiritual	and	theological	project	

exists	(or	at	least	begins).	‘The	end’	is	our	context.	What	we	do	within	that	

framework	provides	the	furniture	that	houses	the	activity	we	wish	to	engage	in.		

As	I	near	the	end,	I	employ	the	words	that	Mark	C.	Taylor	concludes	his	

chapter	in	Theology	At	The	End	of	Modernity	with:		

	
“The	end	is	approaching		…	has	always	been	approaching	…	approaching	
from	the	beginning.	Still,	it	seems	closer	today	that	ever	before.	We	are	on	the	
edge	of	disaster,	under	its	threat.	That	threat	is	real,	and	we	delude	ourselves	
by	trying	to	deny	or	repress	it.	Can	disaster	be	delayed?	Will	it	be	deferred?	
We	cannot	be	sure.	If	there	is	hope,	then	it	lies	not	in	certainty	but	in	
uncertainty,	not	in	security	but	in	insecurity,	not	in	foundations	but	in	their	
faults,	not	in	cures	but	in	wounds	–	…	That	wound	might	be	our	hope.	Small	
hope.	Fragile	hope.	Nothing	more.	Nothing	more	…	nothingness	…	
impermanence	…	the	world’s	continual	breathing	…	“	10		

	
	 This	is	not	the	end	of	the	world	-	it	is	the	end	of	this	way	of	being	the	world.	

We	live	pressed	up	against	the	end.	This	pressure	is	evident	in	our	democracy,	our	

economy,	our	education	system	and	our	ecology.	The	dysfunction,	instability,	

decline,	and	disaster	are	signs	of	the	end.	By	this	I	do	not	mean	the	end	times	as	

popularly	understood,	but	instead	that	we	are	at	the	end.		

	

	

																																																								
10	Ibid.,	248.	
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