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respondingtothe‘floodwaters’ofsecularism
The Benedict Option: A Strategy
for Christians in a Post-Christian
Nation, by Rod Dreher (New York:
Sentinel/Random House, ,
.)
reviewed by Deborah Guess

A

call for conservative
Christians to withdraw
from mainstream culture
and politics is likely to be contentious, especially when the author
is Rod Dreher who is well known
for his provocative views. A blogger for the American Conservative,
Dreher is also an Eastern
Orthodox Christian (formerly a
Roman Catholic, and before that a
Methodist). The Benedict Option is
his latest book.
The book’s main argument is
that Western Christians are facing
the “floodwaters” of secularism
which herald “the effective death
of Christianity” (p.8), a death
which for Dreher is illustrated by
the breakdown of family, community and traditional moral
values. Writing in the aftermath
of the 2016 US presidential election, Dreher considers that Donald
Trump is a symptom of America’s
cultural decline and that the present
structures and political systems
are no longer tenable places for
traditional Christians to stand.
Therefore Dreher advocates opting
out of political process as such (the
exception being the case of fighting
for religious liberty) in favour of
initiating an alternative identity and
culture which would be done by
developing creative communities of
resistance which will “help us hold
on to our faith and our values in a

world growing ever more hostile to
them” (p.2).
The Benedict Option’s basic argument is based on moral philosopher
Alasdair MacIntyre’s influential 1981
book After Virtue which argued that
because Western culture has lost its
ethical bearings it will no longer be
possible for people who want to live
a life of “traditional virtue” to be full
participants in that culture. Dreher
follows Macintyre in suggesting
that a possible model for new ways
of living is found in St Benedict
who in the 6th century founded
a monastic order in the midst of
the collapse of the Roman Empire.
The order provided by Benedict’s
monastic rule is advocated as the
kind of thing that would counter
the disorder that Dreher sees as
characterising the modern world.
The book is not always very
specific about how alternative communities might work, but some of
Dreher’s recommendations have
commonalities with other alternative communities such as those in
the Mennonite tradition. The most
important recommendation for
Dreher involves taking children
out of public schools, along with
limiting time spent with TV and
electronic devices.
There are some interesting and
useful aspects to the book. Chapter
2 (“The Roots of the Crisis”) gives
a broad overview of the way ideas
about God developed between the
Middle Ages and the Modern era,
including the radical impact of
nominalist philosophy. Further, the
main theme of the book is undeniably relevant to the present time:
how are Christians in the West to
live in a post-Christendom culture.

The Benedict Option also invites
some objections and criticisms.
Christians who advocate, on the
basis of love and justice, for the full
acceptance of gay, lesbian, bisexual
and transgender orientations, will
not agree with Dreher’s argument

class. Dreher does at times condemn the West’s culture of selfishness and acquisitiveness, as well as
the hedonism and consumerism
that are part of our economic system, but his criticism of the power
of big-business does not appear to
be primarily triggered by its social
or environmental impacts but
because of the support businesses
have given to gay rights activists.
At a number of points the book’s
response to increasing pluralism
and secularism seems overly reactive and pessimistic. While many
readers may themselves be critical
in some ways of current culture,
they may well disagree with Dreher
over the extent to which they see
it as thoroughly corrupt, hostile
to Christianity, and incapable of
changing its ethos. While many
Christians will agree with Dreher’s
argument that Christianity of all
kinds “ought to be a powerful counterforce to the radical individualism
and secularism of modernity” (p.1),

“Dreher considers that... the present
structures and political systems
are no longer tenable places for
traditional Christians to stand.”
that such acceptance represents the
greatest obstacle facing Christians.
Progressives might ask why there
is little or no condemnation of a
culture of growing violence, the
plight of refugees, climate change,
homelessness, nuclear threat, and
inequalities in gender, race and

many will feel that Christians
should choose to live this out from
within mainstream society rather
than from a position of retreat.
There may also be something
of a cultural gap between Dreher’s
position and that of Australian
Christian readers who, like

Europeans, have had longer to
adjust to a changed status and influence of religion than has been the
case for the US.
Readers who are interested in
the contemplative tradition may
find that Dreher uses Benedictine
monasticism rather sweepingly
and scantily. While Chapter 3 does
discuss the Rule of St Benedict, and
one of the most interesting parts
of the book comprises comments
from Benedictine monks living in
the Norcia monastery today, nevertheless the book would be disappointing to a reader who expected
from the title to learn a great deal
from it about monastic life and
spirituality.
Conser vative Evangelicals
may agree with some of Dreher’s
starting points, but may find it
hard to connect with the claim in
Chapter 5 that a focus on “art and
saints” (by which Dreher means
beauty and goodness) is the main
way to attract people to Christian
faith. Similarly, Evangelicals may
be less sympathetic than Catholics
to Dreher’s affirmation of the kind
of sacramental world experienced
in medieval Christianity in which
the division between the world of
spirit and the world of the material
was more “thin and porous” (p.24).
Overall the book is provocative, and at points over-reactive,
intentionally adopting an opposite
approach to the compromise and
negotiation which tend to characterise liberal society. What it does
do is bring to the fore some issues
that are topical for Christians in the
present climate, and does so in a
way that is mostly well-written and
accessible.

Auniqueministryofcommunicatingthegospelintoday’sculture
Excellence in Leadership: Essays in
Honour of Peter & Merrill Corney,
edited by Denise Cooper-Clarke and
Stephen Hale (Sydney: Acorn Press
.)
reviewed by Steve Bradbury

Published on the occasion of
Peter Corney’s 80th Birthday, this
book is a fitting celebration of
the truly remarkable ministry of
Peter and Merrill, in particular
their work at St Hilary’s Anglican
Church in the years 1965-2002.
But more than that, it is a highly
illuminating exploration of what
made that ministry so impactful.
Thus it has significant relevance for
anyone committed to developing
local congregations as communities
willing and able to be carriers and
conveyors of the gospel in contemporary culture.
In his introduction Stephen
Hale explains that one of the key
purposes of the book was to wrestle
with two primary questions: “What
was the unique contribution of
Peter and Merrill Corney in a range
of areas? What responses should
we be reflecting upon in doing
mission and ministry today.” Good
questions, and collectively the
reflections of each author in this
collection of essays give us much
to ponder on. My own pondering is
that of one who was a direct benefiwww.tma.melbourneanglican.org.au

ciary of the ministries of both Peter
and Merrill during the 25 years my
wife and I were part of St Hilary’s,
and one who is very thankful for
their input and leadership.
As I read the book further, key
questions preoccupied my mind:
what was it about Peter and Merrill’s
ministry that made it so effective?
What were the key principles
(theological, ecclesiological and
missiological) and practices that
informed and shaped their ministry? The book’s feast of answers to
these questions has much to offer
to churches and church leadership
in every context, but in a short
review I can only focus on a few
key themes.
At the very heart of the Corneys’
work at St Hilary’s was their utter
conviction that the church is called
to give witness to a profoundly
counter-cultural and transformational gospel, and that this
witness is through both word and
deed. Such witness requires a deep
understanding of the culture in
which St Hilary’s was embedded, a
reading of that culture in the light
of God’s word, and the nurturing
of disciples with a radical love for
Jesus (p.116).
Peter was and is an astute social
anthropologist, able to speak with
exceptional relevance to each new
generation of youth and young
adults as they came into the St

and for living as Christians in
contemporary society.
While it was the specific focus
of one chapter, nearly every author
drew attention to the remarkable
creativity that characterised Peter
and Merrill’s ministry. It could be
experienced in their careful crafting
of worship and outreach services,
in Peter’s preaching, and in their
tutelage and empowerment of
generations of communicators and
musicians. But nowhere could it be
experienced more fully than when
listening to one of Merrill’s entrancing stories which held children
(their target audience) and adults
equally captivated (p.69).
Hilary’s orbit (p.43). Dave Fuller
Several of the authors highquotes from an article by Peter lighted the integrity and authenticin which he reflects on Helmut ity of the Corneys. They practised
Thielicke’s assertion that “The gos- what they preached (p.166), and
pel must be constantly forwarded teaching by example is the most
potent of pedagogies! The book
to a new address, because the
recipient is always changing place includes a story about the time
of residence.” Peter writes:
one of the sons slept in the laundry
We are living through radical
so that a neighbour in need could
change in the way Western
have his bedroom. I never heard
people view the world, the way
a reference to this or other similar
they understand reality and
actions in a single Corney sermon
truth…The change and its
– but imagine the integrity neighimpact on education, politics,
bour-love such as this brought to
religion and popular culture is
Peter and Merrill’s teaching about
so fundamental that it is critical
God’s love and our love for God.
for Christians to understand this No wonder they have significantly
change – and what it means for
influenced the lives of so many
communicating the gospel today
parishioners (170).

In concluding her reflections
on the Corneys’ ministry Deborah
Storie writes:
The practice of hope is a
profoundly countercultural
enterprise. How can we muster
the collective spiritual, moral
and cultural resources to come
to grips with the crises engulfing
our world while looking beyond
them to imagine and create just
and merciful life-giving alternatives? Only in the Spirit. Only
with community. Only through
repentance. Only by grace. Only
as ambassadors of Christ.()
In the light of other insights
offered by Deborah and the book’s
other authors, I would want to
insert one more sentence into her
astute summation: Only informed
by the word of God.
Excellence in Leadership is a
winsome collection of grateful
reflections. It fully achieves what
it set out to be, and it leaves me
hankering for a sequel – a more
thorough and in-depth analysis of
an exceptionally remarkable ministry, a practical guidebook for the
next generation of people called to
lead local congregations.
Steve Bradbury lectures in transformational development at Eastern College
Australia and is the former National
Director of TEAR Australia.
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