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Foreword

A great way to see your culture—to really see your world—is 
to get outside it for a while. When you return home, you’ll 

arrive with fresh eyes. What everyone else takes for granted will 
stand out. Assumptions and behaviors everyone thinks are “nor-
mal” or “just the way it’s done” will appear strange and contin-
gent. You’ll appreciate some aspects of your past more than ever 
before, but you’ll wonder why certain practices and principles are 
so pervasive because now you’ve seen other ways of living, of wor-
shipping, of relating. Without doubt, you’ll see areas that could 
be improved.

This was my experience after living and serving in Eastern 
Europe for five years in my early twenties. I left the United States 
with a one-way ticket, immersed myself in another world, did my 
best to master a new language, to adapt to unfamiliar customs, 
and serve the church in ways I had never considered before. I can-
not begin to quantify the impact that cross-cultural mission work 
had on me. The personal impact was substantive: it was where I 
learned to preach, where I married my wife, and where we began 
our family. The cultural impact was big, too: it changed the way I 
see the United States, giving me a bigger and more global view of 
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Christianity while allowing me the opportunity to see contempo-
rary Western culture and the church from the outside in.

I often tell people these days to stay connected to the global 
church if you want to hold on to orthodoxy . . . and if you want 
to hold on to your sanity. One of the best ways to maintain sound 
doctrine and gain perspective on some of our society’s most heated 
debates is to stay in close contact with Christians in other parts of 
the world. Cultural quirks and theological distinctions will help 
you discern what’s essential and where Christians can “agree to 
disagree.”

Everyone loves that phrase: “in the essentials, unity; in the 
nonessentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” But that only works 
if you know the difference between essentials and nonessentials. 
That’s why I tell people to stay connected to the church around 
the world. Nothing puts our squabbles in perspective and aids our 
discernment of what is most important than reading the Bible 
alongside our worldwide family of faith. By listening and learning 
from people in other parts of the world, our eyes can be open to 
areas of compromise and challenge in our own context that we 
might be blind to otherwise.

The missionary theologian Lesslie Newbigin spent decades of 
service in India, and when he returned, he brought new insights—
diagnosing ills, pointing to problems, calling out idolatries the 
church had too often colluded with. He didn’t see the United 
Kingdom as “home base,” but as a different mission field, and he 
longed to see the church have a missionary encounter with the 
contemporary Western world. 
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FOREWORD

Matthew Bennett has drawn deeply from the wells of Lesslie 
Newbigin’s wisdom. He sees aspects of contemporary Christianity 
in the West that need to be challenged by a global perspective 
so we become more biblically faithful and missionally effective. 
But Matthew is not just a reader of missionary insights; he has 
spent significant time outside of the United States. He knows the 
feeling I’ve often recounted of finding the “culture shock” to be 
stronger when returning home than when initially arriving on the 
“mission field.” You run into surprises you didn’t expect. You see 
things, too many things—some of them you’d rather stay blind to! 

In the end, the church benefits from cross-cultural wisdom. 
This is why I warmly recommend Matthew Bennett’s insights to 
you. He expresses sharp critique and deep concern, but his humble 
approach and carefully chosen words indicate a pastoral heart for 
the good of the church. This is not another voice delivering more 
heat than light. Bennett acknowledges his own temptations as he 
wrestles with some of the vices so often accepted in American 
culture. You may not agree with all of his diagnoses or prescrip-
tions, but you will be better for stretching yourself and listening 
carefully to a cross-cultural missionary who loves the church.

Be ready to be strengthened, encouraged, and better yet—to 
see things you may have missed in the church today and then 
respond with truth and grace to the challenges before us.

—Trevin Wax, vice president of research and resource devel-
opment at the North American Mission Board, visiting professor 
at Cedarvillle University, and author of The Thrill of Orthodoxy
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Chapter 1

Coming Home
A Fresh Look at the Familiar

Perhaps, like me, you’ve had the experience of returning to a 
place that was once familiar, only to find it different than you 

remember. Maybe it was a favorite vacation spot, a cabin in the 
woods, or an old schoolyard. Despite having fond memories con-
nected to that space, upon returning to it you are likely to notice 
things your memory or your proximity hadn’t previously allowed 
you to see. The defects you once overlooked in their familiarity 
now seem to stand out after the passing of time.

I encountered this phenomenon when my family sold the 
house I grew up in. When I returned to help my mom and sisters 
get the place ready for sale, it had been six years since I had lived 
there. During that time we had lost my father unexpectedly, so 
the place felt different. Still, the house was intimately familiar, 
and the task of preparing it for sale was full of nostalgia, heart-
ache, laughter, and tears as my mom, sisters, and I reminisced 
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our way through the cleaning, packing, and staging. This place 
had provided the environment in which I was nurtured, had fed 
my vision of what family was supposed to be, and had been in 
many ways the backdrop for my adolescent formation. I loved this 
house because of the way my family had made it my home.

However, at the same time as the space was familiar, I also 
saw it with new eyes. Since the house needed to be presentable 
to someone who didn’t have twenty years of the appreciation that 
familiarity can create, it needed to be inspected by a detached 
observer. As I tried to view the house from a potential buyer’s 
perspective, I noticed that the floorboards of the entryway were 
saggier than I remembered. Likewise, I realized that the musty 
smell of the three-season porch that reminded me of summer 
nights and conversations with Dad would not convey the same 
fond memories to a visitor. The bedrooms that had hosted my sis-
ters and me through our formative years were much smaller than 
I recalled. The paint colors we had chosen years before were long 
out of style. The way the cabinet doors stuck when the humidity 
crept in through open windows, though familiar to my muscle 
memory, stood out differently as I walked the well-trodden lino-
leum floors of the kitchen. And the backyard—most of which had 
been cemented over as a dedicated basketball court—suddenly 
seemed as though it had sacrificed its potential for manicured 
beauty to accommodate my unlikely sports dreams. 

While this place functioned as an inviting and beloved house 
that had served my family and me well, the fondness I had for my 
childhood home had perhaps clouded my apprehension of some 
of its infelicities.
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In reality, the space had not actually changed much since I 
had been gone. The rooms had not gotten smaller. The bold col-
ors of the walls were not new. The yard had not radically deterio-
rated. But as I returned home during that season with a desire to 
help make the space presentable for someone else to consider, I 
saw the same house through new eyes. 

The thing I realized along the way was that I do not remember 
a time our cabinet doors did not stick. But I also do not remember 
ever thinking twice about it. We could have taken the doors off 
their hinges, sanded down the edges, stained them more precisely, 
and rehung them more carefully. But the working solution was 
much easier. And it was something to which we had accommo-
dated our habits: you just had to pull harder. It wasn’t a fix. It 
didn’t address the problem. But it was familiar, it was engrained, 
and it was what we did. We were used to it being that way, and 
there was no compelling reason to change. That is, there was no 
reason to change until we began to think of the space as it would 
appear to an outsider.

Coming Home to the American Church

A few years ago, my family and I experienced another kind 
of homecoming in which we encountered a similar phenomenon. 
We found ourselves returning not just to a home, but to a home 
country. Having lived in North Africa and the Middle East for 
most of seven years, we found ourselves transitioning back to life 
in the culture in which we were raised. I was grateful to take a job 
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teaching missions and theology at an evangelical university here 
in the familiar cornfields of the Midwest.

In addition to teaching at the university, we have found a 
welcoming community of believers at a local Baptist church 
within walking distance from our home. This church is wonder-
fully similar to the churches my wife and I grew up in. In addition 
to being members of the church, I have also recently been 
entrusted with the task of serving as an elder—a role that continu-
ally overwhelms me with the magnitude of its responsibility. In 
both settings I am being challenged and encouraged by my col-

leagues, coworkers, and church 
family. In both settings I find 
myself experiencing a sort of home-
coming after living as a religious 
minority in a very different cultural 
environment.

Simply stated, I love this evan-
gelical university, and I love my 
evangelical church.

Yet as we have recently returned 
to ministry spaces similar to those 

we grew up in, my wife and I have noticed the mission field has 
changed some of our outlook. What I want to argue in this book 
comes from some of our experience of looking around the evan-
gelical house through these missionary lenses. I believe that a mis-
sionary perspective is vital to considering how today’s American 
evangelical house might better display the gospel and serve as the 
pillar and buttress of the truth that Paul says it is intended to be. 

A missionary 

perspective is vital 

to considering how 

today’s American 

evangelical house 

might better display 

the gospel.
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There are several missionary skills and perspectives that will 
prove helpful in this task. During our missionary training, we were 
challenged to look at the broader world around us and our global 
neighbors differently than we had been doing. We needed to study 
our new neighbors, their culture, and their language so we could 
make sure that when we shared the gospel we would be understood. 
This task is called contextualization. But what we have come to 
realize is that contextualization is just as important at home.

Additionally, we needed to learn how to live as foreigners in a 
country where we were not natural-born citizens. Contrary to our 
assumptions of our American upbringing, we could not expect 
the government to advocate for or even protect our freedoms. We 
were minorities whose presence within the borders of a foreign 
country was always tenuous. Such a perspective can help us rec-
ognize ways we have grown accustomed to expecting our earthly 
citizenship to fill the role of our heavenly citizenship.

And, perhaps more than any other influence on our view of 
ministry and the church, we were humbled and convicted as we 
watched our brothers and sisters in Christ faithfully live out the 
gospel in the midst of the persecution and daily hardships that 
resulted from their faith. The way they persistently and joyfully 
clung to Christ in the midst of those who sought to take every-
thing else away from them has indelibly marked my own under-
standing of the preciousness of the gospel.

As a result of our training and experience as missionaries, we 
have been changed in significant ways. As any person living in a 
sin-sick world who still battles their flesh, we have our own blind 
spots and persistent failures. But having returned and considered 
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some of the most pressing issues the American church is facing, 
I am convinced the missionary lenses we were trained to look 
through can help Christians see some of the confusing and frus-
trating elements of Western culture today with a little more clarity.

Lesslie Newbigin: A Missionary’s Homecoming

I am certainly not the first returning missionary to recognize 
the benefits of looking at the Western church with missionary 
lenses. In fact, I hope throughout this book to introduce you to 
someone who did this long before me—Lesslie Newbigin. 

Newbigin was a twentieth-century missiologist whose mis-
sionary experience made him a better minister at home. For those 
unfamiliar with Newbigin, a brief introduction of his life, minis-
try, and writings will provide a helpful context before we begin.

Born and raised in England at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, Newbigin enjoyed a happy, well-cared-for upbring-
ing. During his time as a university student at Queens College, 
Newbigin was converted to Christ and became enamored with 
the church. This newfound gospel life and the church commu-
nity he joined set the trajectory for his ministry. In 1936, seek-
ing to announce this good news to the ends of the earth, Lesslie 
and his new bride, Helen, departed from Liverpool, having been 
appointed as missionaries with the Foreign Mission Committee 
of the Church of Scotland.1 Their destination was Madras, India.

1. Paul Weston, ed., Lesslie Newbigin: Missionary Theologian (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 5.
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The Newbigins served as missionaries in India for thirty-eight 
years, during which time Lesslie was involved in a wide variety of 
activities. He engaged in personal evangelism and disciple- making, 
while also being appointed to positions of leadership in various 
ministerial communities.2 Beyond the things that Newbigin was 
involved in leading, however, he was also cultivating what one 
of his students referred to as a “missional ecclesiology.”3 In other 
words, through his writings and ministry, Newbigin was setting 
out a vision of local churches as the key to Christian mission in 
the world. 

In 1974, Lesslie and Helen determined it was time to leave 
India. They embarked on a two-month-long overland journey 
from Madras, India, to Birmingham, England, where Lesslie 
was to serve for five years as a lecturer at Selly Oak Colleges.4 
This retirement suited Newbigin, but when he became aware of 
a struggling church on the verge of having to close its doors, the 
seventy-two-year-old man stepped in to serve as the pastor of 
Mary Hill United Reformed Church in inner-city Birmingham. 
The struggling church was multi-cultural, primarily composed of 
Indian and Caribbean immigrants. Being located directly across 
the street from Winson Green prison and adjacent to an asylum 
and a foundry, it was often unflatteringly referred to as “Merry 

2. Geoffrey Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin: A Theological Life (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock, 2000), 9.

3. See the helpful synthesis that appears to coin this term as a summa-
tion of Newbigin’s thought and contribution compiled by Michael Goheen, 
The Church and Its Vocation: Lesslie Newbigin’s Missionary Ecclesiology (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2018).

4. Westin, Lesslie Newbigin: Missionary Theologian, 11–12.
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Hell.”5 Despite the inauspicious beginnings of this late-in-life 
endeavor, it was in these home-country ecclesial environs that 
Newbigin’s training and experience as a missionary-theologian 
were put to some of their most fruitful use. 

Even while he had been living in a foreign context, Newbigin’s 
concerns for his home culture never waned. He was haunted by 
a question raised by T. B. Simatupang, “Can the West be [re]
converted?”6 And in his ministry to the parishioners at Mary 
Hill and the surrounding English context, his cross-cultural tools 
proved imminently helpful in the work of applying the whole gos-
pel to the whole of life.7

The reason I bring Lesslie Newbigin’s story to the fore—even 
in such a brief treatment—is to chart the course for where this 
book intends to go. Having learned to don missionary lenses 
for viewing the world of competing idols around him in India, 
Newbigin was postured well to return home and to recognize 
places where idols had infiltrated his home country as well. Even 
though the idols he discovered in England in the latter part of the 
twentieth century were different than those adorning the shrines 
and homes of his neighbors in Madras, he had learned to see with 
missionary eyes where worship was being directed away from the 
Creator and to the created. 

5. Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin: A Theological Life, 14. 
6. Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin: A Theological Life, 14.
7. While many of Newbigin’s writings are available through book sellers, it 

is an incredible convenience of modernity to note there is an extensive online 
database that hosts many resources from Newbigin’s writings to be accessed at 
https://newbiginresources.org.
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In response to the question, “Can the West be reconverted?,” 
Newbigin offered an optimistic answer. But his optimism did not 
preclude him from offering significant criticism. As I have worked 
my way back through Newbigin’s writings, I have consistently 
found him interpreting for me some of my own inarticulate dis-
comfort upon coming home. 

From the outset it is good to note that, like any other human 
guide, there are aspects of Newbigin’s approach that are open to 
critique. For instance, I wish he were clearer in his writing to affirm 
that the gospel is the exclusive means of salvation. Likewise, while 
he consistently pointed to the supreme authority of the Scriptures, 
he did not affirm biblical inerrancy. But despite these shortcom-
ings, as we progress through this book, I hope to lean into some of 
Newbigin’s many insights to provide a jumping-off point for our 
inspection of our own situation as American evangelicals. 

The American Evangelical House

As we work through these pages, I want us to walk around 
the American evangelical house together with fresh eyes. We will 
attempt to bring out the beauty of the church for those who don’t 
have the proximity or history to overlook its blemishes. Along the 
way, we will encounter some sticky cabinets that need attention. 
At times, we may even need to get down under the house and 
reinforce the foundation. But it is worth the effort of inspection 
to make sure this household of God displays for the coming gen-
erations the wonderful blessings of community from which we 
have benefitted. 
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Now, there is one major difference between the analogy of the 
pre-sale inspection of my childhood home and what we intend to 
do in this inspection of the evangelical church. The difference is 
my family was moving out of my childhood home so that some-
one else could move in. My desire is to encourage us to inspect the 
evangelical house with an eye to inviting others in and with the 
intention of staying ourselves.

For anyone who has paid attention to the state of American 
evangelicalism over the past two decades or so, it should come 
as no surprise that there are elements of our practice needing 
inspection. Well-known ministers of the gospel have been discov-
ered to be embroiled in any number of illicit and egregious sin 
patterns. Sexual and emotional abuses have been covered up for 
years in order to protect the ministry brand or the denomina-
tional reputation. Lies, adultery, scandal, greed, power-grabbing, 
and self-aggrandizement have been featured all-too-often in the 
evangelical news cycle. Racial tensions have not merely been a 
problem in American streets, but at times in American sanctuar-
ies. And we have seen the aftermath of church leaders who have 
been wooed by celebrity and have shipwrecked their ministry as 
they have neglected the sheep in pursuit of the platform. 

Some might be tempted to ask the question, “Can American 
Evangelicalism be reconverted?” 

Like Newbigin, I am optimistic that the evangelical house can 
yet be restored into a beautiful home. But also like Newbigin, I 
believe that a missionary’s perspective is necessary to reveal some 
significant criticisms that many American evangelical churches 
would do well to consider. 



COming HOmE: A FREsH LOOk AT THE FAmiLiAR

11

Like coming back to a childhood home with new eyes, the 
following chapters will inspect the various rooms of our evangeli-
cal house. We will examine our neighborhood (the changing cul-
tural context of American evangelicalism); the dining room (where 
we consider racial tensions and multicultural ministry); the liv-
ing room (where we see the hypocrisy between what we say and 
how we live); the bedroom (where 
we discover that we have not fully 
rejected the sexual idolatry of the 
world); our yard (where we con-
sider whether we’re more focused 
on looking presentable or using 
our space purposefully); and our 
address (where we think about our 
true citizenship). 

Since Newbigin has paved the way for this type of explora-
tion, we will consider his insights in each room. However, since 
Newbigin’s writings focused on issues pertinent to the late twenti-
eth century, some of the immediate concerns we are encountering 
even just a few decades after his passing need to be updated and 
made more contemporary. As we tour the house with Newbigin 
as our guide, I hope you will be convinced that a missionary 
approach is essential as we evangelicals respond to the world 
around us—and even the world within our churches—with grace, 
love, and a desire to support and display the beauty of the gospel 
of Jesus Christ in a broken world.

I am optimistic that 

the evangelical 

house can yet be 

restored into a 

beautiful home.
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A Word of Recognition

With Newbigin, I am convinced the church is God’s primary 
vehicle for his mission in the world. Thus, I am praying as I work 
though this book that any critique I offer—both through specific 
suggestions and the tone used to offer them—would convey my 
deep love for and abiding commitment to the evangelical church. 
As such, I write from the posture of one who is seeking first and 
foremost to invite the Holy Spirit to bring conviction to the ways 
I have accommodated the gospel to my preferences, as one who 
longs to live out this Christian life in the context of the covenant 
community of my church, and as one who is immovably com-
mitted to the idea that God does not just have a mission for the 
church, but that he has the church for his mission.8

With that said, I should acknowledge at the outset that this 
is both an insider-critique and a self-critique. I love the church 
and am committed to it. I love the freedoms God has—during 
this time in world history—afforded to American churches and I 
am a beneficiary thereof. I am also very aware that many of these 
critiques and the changes they call for must begin with myself—I 
am culpable for some of the very failures and missteps I will be 
investigating. I have benefitted from the perspective of many in 
my current church who have shown me aspects of our context to 
which I am oblivious as a newcomer. I therefore write and observe 
humbly and with a desire that the Spirit use this project to prompt 

8. Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 2006), 62.
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changes in me as the author even while suggesting changes in you, 
the reader. 

I also recognize that any time someone speaks a critical word 
against the so-called “evangelical” church, there is a good chance 
no church actually embodies the characterization that follows. I 
recognize that it is a myth to think there is some monolithic thing 
called American Evangelicalism. Each individual church will 
wrestle differently with various aspects of this investigation. In 
some areas, your church may be 
well developed, while in others, you 
may find a need for significant 
attention. 

Furthermore, in this book I 
am not interested in debating the 
utility of the word “evangelical” or 
deciding definitively who is in and 
who is out.9 For the sake of simple 
clarity, I use “evangelical” according to the broadly agreed upon 
categories offered by David Bebbington: those who are commit-
ted to (1) biblical centrality, (2) Christ’s atonement on the cross, 
(3) the necessity of individual conversion, and (4) a gospel-driven 
life of active sanctification and outreach.10 If this describes you 

9. A helpful treatment for those interested in some of the contempo-
rary discussions around this issue can be found in Thomas Kidd, Who Is an 
Evangelical? (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2020).

10. Often referred to as the Bebbington Quadrilateral, these four points 
can be found in David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain (New 
York: Routledge, 1988), 2–3.

It is a myth to think 

there is some 

monolithic thing 

called American 

Evangelicalism.
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or your church, then I would love for you to join me in this 
self-inspection.

Finally, I have a request to make of you as you read through 
these pages: Would you read and hear me as a brother in Christ? 
I recognize there may be times when my suggestions might be 
ill-suited to your situation. I also recognize you possess a lot 
more expertise about your particular congregation, community, 
and context than I do. I do not want to write presumptuously 
as though I knew what you have been doing wrong and were 
ready and equipped to prescribe the remedy. Rather, my desire 
is to encourage you to step back with me, consider your con-
text, community, and congregation as a missionary would, and 
then assess what aspects of your ministry might benefit from this 
approach. My intent is to lend you my lenses as one who has 
recently returned from the mission field so we can view some of 
the things a missionary is trained to see as we inspect our churches 
together. With that, I would invite you to join me as we investi-
gate our American Evangelical house with fresh eyes.






