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WEEK 11: Why Basing Faith on Experience Leads to a Post-Christian Future; Or, How Christian 
Faith Needs Teaching (Ch. 10)

Last Week: “We who believe in Christ belong to him like a bride waiting for her 
Bridegroom. He is on his way to us and our whole life is a preparation for his arrival. . . 
. You could give us sermons about how to be a good bride, but that gets tedious very 
quickly. . . . If you take up her time telling her how to live like a good bride, she’ll get 
bored and fidgety, or maybe anxious, wondering: ‘Am I really good enough for him?’ 
But if you tell her about her Beloved, his beauty and glory, his love for her and his 
mighty deeds to save the whole world, the result is quite different. You raise her hopes 
and inflame her desires, and her love for him is renewed. Love feeds on news of the 
Beloved” (161).

1 | The Problem: Our Turn to Experience
- “Historical delaying tactic” - “a strategy that develops when you can’t believe in 

Christian doctrine anymore, but you want to keep being a Christian, so you base your 
faith on Christian experience instead” (179). 

- Consider German theologian Schleiermacher, whose liberal theology is based on the 
“notion that doctrine is just the outward expression of an inward experience. The 
idea was that the inner comes before the outer: first you have the inner feeling or 
experience, and then you put words to it” (181).

- The evangelical turn to experience - “The original liberal Protestants were dealing with a 
crisis of faith. The new evangelical theology is dealing with problems of marketing. 
‘Experience’ is the crucial sort of merchandise offered by consumerist spirituality, so 
getting churchgoers to talk about their experiences is an important selling point” (183).

2 | Why the Problem Fails Christianity
- Christian faith is personal: it has to do with a Person

- Which is why doctrine matters - “Without sound doctrine such as [the Trinity and 
Incarnation], the gospel makes no sense. There’s no point in talking about how Jesus 
loves us sinners if he is not who these two doctrines say he is. It would be like 
preaching that George Washington or Mother Teresa loves us. Its a nice thought—but 
even if it were true, so what? . . . If we were talking about an indescribable mystical 
awareness, a vague awareness of a divine principle behind the universe, then the 
words we had to say about it wouldn’t matter so much. But when we want to know a 
particular person, it doesn’t work that way.” (181)
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- Experience works from the outside in - “Focusing on your experience waters down your 
experience, because experience feeds on what it experiences, just as love feeds on news of 
its Beloved” (177).

- “We learn to experience the world like Christians in much the same way that we 
learn to become experienced musicians, ballplayers, or auto mechanics. . . . [Through] 
a kind of shaping of the heart.” (181)

3 | Repetition is Good
- “The repetition [of the same old Christmas carols, or same liturgy] etches the same old 

God into our hearts ever more deeply, the God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” (188).

- “The congregation doesn't need to remember the words of your sermon. What matters is 
that God’s word has once again made its way into their hearts and etched itself a little 
deeper there, so that Christ himself may dwell in their hearts by faith. That’s the ongoing 
formation of the heart that makes the really lasting change in our lives” (189).

4 | Concluding Discussion: How the Gospel of Christ is Good for Us
- Ways the “new evangelical theology” is bad for you:

- Psychologically - by requiring self-deception
- Morally - blocking the pursuit of wisdom and responsibility
- Spiritually - in misunderstanding how the Spirit works

- Ways the Gospel is good for you:
- Psychologically - good news, bringing tidings of comfort and joy and hope
- Morally - as God strengthens us to obey him
- Spiritually - inviting people to believe all that God has already done for them, so he 

may work in their hearts 


