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Brian McLaren—author, pastor, professor, church leader—writes what his publishers describe as, “Orthodoxy beyond answers.” This seems a fair assessment of McLaren’s intent in, A Generous Orthodoxy.

McLaren, as in all his writings, prefers story and poetry over systems and prose. In addition, he prefers a both/and approach over an either/or focus. In essence, A Generous Orthodoxy purposes to be a both/and story of major themes in Christian theology and Church history.

McLaren fashions himself a modern-day (perhaps we should say, “a post-modern-day”) G. K. Chesterton, whose book, Orthodoxy, McLaren quotes or refers to on numerous occasions. Though writing 100 years before McLaren, and 50 years before the supposed advent of post-modernity, Chesterton’s discussion of Orthodoxy exposes the weaknesses both of modernity and post-modernity. If you are looking for Orthodoxy with answers, you may want to read Chesterton’s classic. 

McLaren goes to great lengths to emphasize his desire to not provide answers, but rather to raise questions. Because of this, for some, reading his book may feel more like Orthodoxy without answers. Indeed, there is a chasm between truth/facts beyond answers and truth/facts without answers. At times it can feel somewhat off-putting to be told in a variety of ways that those who search for answers either have an immature faith or a “modernity faith,” but surely not a mature post-modern faith. 

In my own ministry to post-moderns, I find them more interested in “answers” than might be imagined when reading A Generous Orthodoxy. True, they find pat, trite answers distasteful. However, they do long for more than questions. I find that they desire Orthodoxy with reasoned answers discovered in loving community. 

Ironically, a result of McLaren’s emphasis may be an increase in either/or thinking, rather than a decrease. Like all reformers, McLaren is prone toward overemphasis in order to pull people back toward the “middle.” 

This seems the case with reference to historical theology and the traditions of the Church. Instead of both learning from historical theology and communicating theology to today’s culture, McLaren seems to throw the baby (historical theology) out with the bath water (cultural relevance). This is odd given that the church that McLaren pastors integrates various historical worship styles into their service. The style and substance of historical Christianity are both worth emulating (of course, they are both worth critiquing, also). 

A Generous Orthodoxy seems to unintentionally promote a second either/or mentality, this one pitting left brain analytical, systematic theology against right brain synthetical spiritual formation. It can and should be both/and, and I know McLaren believes the same. However, the tenor screams, “images, imagination, experience—these are what is most important.” Jesus certainly believes that how we love is what matters most (Matthew 22:35-4), yet he also teaches how we “get there” when he reminds us that it is “the truth that sets us free” (John 8:32). 

Though generous in the boundary lines of what fits into “Orthodoxy,” McLaren at times is less generous toward those who draw the lines a tad tighter. In a book written to encourage dialogue, some of the monologue of A Generous Orthodox is likely to build walls instead of bridges.

To the extent that A Generous Orthodoxy encourages the search for the discovery of reasoned answers rather than the premature closure of questions, it is successful. To the extent that it challenges the typical either/or thinking of modernity (and of post-modernity, for that matter), it is helpful. 

However, if you want truth for life discovered in community, then A Generous Orthodoxy may leave you hungering for more. If you want to learn what constitutes historic Orthodox doctrine, A Generous Orthodoxy may leave you baffled. And, if you are a staunchly conservative defender of those theological positions historically labeled “Orthodox,” then A Generous Orthodoxy will likely seem neither generous nor Orthodox.  
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