


“As I read through Uncomfortable, I am strangely comforted. With all the talk 
about young Christians being disenchanted with the local church, it is refresh-
ing to hear Brett McCracken, a Millennial, speak so affirmatively on her behalf. 
I am moved by Brett’s grown-up perspective in these pages, a perspective that 
champions the church as a family not a club, a sinner’s hospital not a social 
network, and a commitment not a consumer product. For any serious Christian, 
Brett’s words are a wake-up call to engage—indeed, to love and devote ourselves 
to—this often messy, high-maintenance, painfully ordinary but also glorious, 
life-giving, and forever-beloved band of misfits that Jesus calls his wife. If Jesus 
has so tethered himself to the church, dare we untether ourselves from her? This 
book is a must-read.”

Scott Sauls, senior pastor, Christ Presbyterian Church, Nashville, 
Tennessee; author, Jesus Outside the Lines; Befriend; and From Weakness 
to Strength

“In a generation of dissatisfied consumers hoping to find our perfectly customized 
Dream Church™, Brett McCracken is the herald of a counterintuitive gospel: ‘Take 
comfort! Church is supposed to be uncomfortable!’ That’s because McCracken 
knows it’s precisely in embracing the uncomfortable truths of the gospel and im-
mersing ourselves in the uncomfortable unity-in-diversity of the body that we are 
transformed into the image of Christ—the God who endured the discomfort of the 
cross to bring us resurrection life. In that sense, Uncomfortable is a sharp applica-
tion of Christ’s perennial call to come and die to the particular temptations of the 
North American church. A helpful corrective and an ultimately hopeful invitation.”

Derek Rishmawy, blogger, Reformedish; cohost, Mere Fidelity podcast

“As an inhabitant of the Western world, I take comfort for granted, and I like it 
that way. I expect to wear comfortable clothes, sleep in a comfortable bed, and 
have comforting food in the refrigerator. All my cultural conditioning teaches me 
to expect—and demand—comfort. Yet as a pastor and a disciple, I know that the 
demands of the gospel, while ultimately comforting, frequently are not comfort-
able. In this excellent book, Brett McCracken identifies and prods around many of 
the things that make Christian community uncomfortable: he had me itching and 
scratching! Brett demonstrates how rather than fleeing discomfort we need to lean 
into it, and in so doing find what is more deeply satisfying than the shallow comforts 
of our consumer age. I encourage you to read this book and embrace the itch!”

Matthew Hosier, pastor, Gateway Church, Poole, United Kingdom; 
contributor, thinktheology blog

“We live in a culture oriented entirely toward comfort, and the church is not im-
mune from its lure. Brett McCracken offers a timely and needed reminder that 
the call for Christians is a different one, but one that brings blessings richer than 
mere comfort. Uncomfortable will make you uncomfortable in the best of ways. 
Every believer needs to read this book and heed its call.”

Karen Swallow Prior, author, Booked: Literature in the Soul of Me and 
Fierce Convictions: The Extraordinary Life of Hannah More: Poet, 
Reformer, Abolitionist



“Ahhhh, comfort. It’s the siren call to our human hearts, beckoning us to find, 
acquire, and maintain lives of ease. Such a bent, however, is incompatible with a 
vibrant Christian faith lived within a thriving Christian community. In Uncom-
fortable, Brett McCracken alerts us to the toxic ways comfort infects and hinders 
our faith—and how God meets our desire for comfort in gloriously unexpected 
ways. McCracken urges us to seek something greater than comfort: true life and 
true faith in Christ, found just beyond the borders of our comfort zone.”

Erin Straza, author, Comfort Detox; managing editor, Christ and Pop Culture

“Americans are experts at avoiding the uncomfortable—be it awkward conversa-
tions, conflicted relationships, or lifestyle changes. But Jesus points us to a better 
way. In this book, McCracken shows us how the greatest glories for disciples of 
Jesus are often found in the most uncomfortable places his voice calls us and how 
the real church is not an idealized utopia beyond the fray of history, but rather 
Jesus powerfully present among his often muddled, messy, and awkward—yes, 
uncomfortable—bands of followers today.”

Joshua Ryan Butler, pastor, Imago Dei Community, Portland, Oregon; 
author, The Skeletons in God’s Closet and The Pursuing God

“Brett McCracken challenges us to face one of the greatest fears of contemporary 
culture: discomfort. Rather than retreating into a soothing world where every-
one’s ‘just like me’ or embracing the distractions of technology and consumer-
ism, Brett calls us to life in community with God’s people, where awkwardness, 
disappointment, and frustration are the norm. It’s in this way of life—embracing 
the uncomfortable—that we’ll find the richest experience of God’s grace and the 
community our hearts truly desire. In a world where church is often just one more 
consumeristic choice, this is a much-needed book.” 

Mike Cosper, founder and director, Harbor Institute for Faith and Culture

“Anyone who looks closely at modern Christian life can see signs of the insidi-
ous self-centeredness by which we sinners are tempted to transform the gospel 
into something that suits our tastes and fits our plans. McCracken carries out 
that close examination; in fact, in this book he equips us to pursue that false 
comfort into all of its hiding places and root it out in Jesus’s name and for the 
sake of the gospel.”

Fred Sanders, professor of theology, Torrey Honors Institute, Biola 
University

“Sometimes church feels like an annoying family member you would rather see 
only at Thanksgiving and Christmas. We want a church that is cool and suits our 
tastes, not the frustrating institution that carries around the ‘shame of the cross.’ 
Brett’s smoothly written book has cast all the awkwardness of church into a new 
and meaningful light for me. Like a Puritan voice for the cool, anti-institutional, 
twenty-first-century Christian, Brett charges his readers to stay and commit to the 
church as Christ’s bride.”

Emily Belz, journalist, World Magazine
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Foreword

Several years ago, when I was about to speak in a seminary cha-
pel, the seminary’s president introduced me and noted that my 
sons were with me in the front row. He announced each of their 
names and asked them to stand while the congregation applauded. 
When he arrived at my then-three-year-old son, the service took 
a turn. My son—knowing the eyes in the large room were all on 
him—turned ashen-faced and bolted down the aisle toward the 
doors. I went after him, but could barely keep up. I caught him 
right as he was hurrying out the double doors into the sunlight 
outside. “Where are you going?” I asked. He, through tears, said, 
“I just had to get out; they were all laughing at me!” I tried to 
explain that the congregation was not, in fact, laughing at him, 
but were instead just trying to make him feel welcome. By the pull 
I felt as his body still leaned toward the exit, I could tell he wasn’t 
convinced.

In truth, I kind of knew exactly what he felt. I remembered 
what it was like as a child to have everyone around the table 
singing “Happy Birthday” while they were all looking at me. I 
remember the sense of exposure, of uncomfortable scrutiny, that 
came over me. What my son and my earlier self had felt was the 
sense of awkwardness—of being on center stage but not knowing 
what to do. You may not have ever felt that way due to attention 
directed your way. Maybe you’re the kind of extrovert who would 
beam at having all attention on you for a moment. But I imagine 
for all of you reading this page, there are moments when you feel 
as though you could cringe and shrink back into the shadows.
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That sense of awkwardness can hinder us, in many ways, but it 
can also be a gift. That uncomfortable feeling can remind us that 
there are times when we don’t know just what to say or do. It can 
give us a compassion for the occasional awkwardness of those 
around us. It can remind us that we are part of a humanity that, 
from our near-earliest history, found ourselves furtively hiding in 
the bushes from the presence of our God (Gen. 3:8–10). We often, 
though, want to protect ourselves from awkwardness. We want 
to appear to know just what to say, just what to do, just how to 
act—in ways that can either distinguish us or help us to blend in 
with whatever herd we’ve chosen. Sometimes that self-protection 
means deflecting the very reality—presence and relatedness—that 
can draw us out of ourselves and toward wholeness. The intense 
moment, the “I love you” or the “I am concerned about you” or 
the “Here’s what you mean to me” moment, becomes deflected 
with a joke or a change of subject. Sometimes it is not comfortable 
to be loved—especially if you don’t believe you are worth loving.

This book, by one of the country’s most gifted and respected 
young writers, shines the uncreated light of the gospel onto our 
most awkward and uncomfortable hiding places. This book dem-
onstrates how the Christian gospel and the Christian community 
undo our sense of the “privacy” of our lives, moving issue-by-issue 
through some of the most challenging areas of belief and practice. 
This book is solidly evangelical in the best sense of that word—
anchored to the gospel and embedded with the invitation to find 
life and rest in the crucified Christ Jesus. I plan to give away many 
copies of this book, especially to those who are new to the gospel, 
furtively starting to feel their way around in what can seem to be 
a strange new subculture.

As you read this book, I would challenge you to ask yourself 
where you feel uncomfortable. Where do you wish to deflect the 
attention of the biblical witness, of God himself? Asking those 
questions might prompt you to turn those areas over in concen-
trated prayer, or they might spur you to seek help from those in 
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your church community. At the very least, these questions will help 
you to see that you are not alone. Our sense of awkwardness—
however pronounced and however frequently experienced—really 
isn’t our problem. Our problem is that we live in a culture of 
comfort and conformity—a culture from which the kingdom of 
God calls us into a new creation that seems upside-down in com-
parison. Our problem, in this time-between-the-times, is that we 
rarely feel uncomfortable enough. This book can help us.

Russell Moore
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Introduction

My Dream Church

As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in 
the sight of God chosen and precious, you yourselves like 
living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a 
holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ.

1  PETER 2:4–5

Those who love their dream of a Christian community more 
than they love the Christian community itself become destroy-
ers of that Christian community even though their personal 
intentions may be ever so honest, earnest and sacrificial.

DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

If you could dream up the perfect church, what would it look like?
On days when I’m sitting in my real church and feeling frus-

trated by something, I sometimes daydream about my ideal 
church: the one where I would feel completely understood, where 
my perspectives would be valued, where my gifts and passions 
would flourish. I dream about a church I would always be proud 
(and never embarrassed) to call home; a church so amazing that 
any non-Christian who visited would never want to leave.
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My hypothetical dream church would look something like the 
following. (If you’d prefer to skip over my self-indulgent dream 
church description, simply turn to page 23 to resume the actual 
argument of this book.)

The Building

My dream church (hereafter simply called DC) would be located 
in a major world city, in a neighborhood with ethnic, cultural, and 
class diversity.

DC would be architecturally contemporary and minimalist, 
environmentally sustainable (LEED-certified), with nods to classic 
church aesthetics. DC would be celebrated as a forward-thinking 
example of responsible urban design and sacred space, elegantly 
balancing practicality with superfluous beauty. The church’s sanc-
tuary would be the architectural focal point and have such great 
acoustics and layout that it would become a desirable venue for 
concerts, arts, and community events.

Included in the church building would be a small number of 
offices and classrooms, a large all-purpose room, a bookstore, 
and a fitness center. A small green space on the church’s property 
would include a community garden growing a variety of organic 
produce. As part of the church’s energy-efficient design, its roof 
would also be green, featuring herb gardens and prayer spaces.

In addition to the main church building, members of DC 
would own and operate a highly rated restaurant, coffee shop, 
and roastery in the building next door, featuring ingredients from 
the church’s gardens.

Mercy Ministries and Community Outreach

DC would be a church very much about demonstrating the trans-
formative power of the gospel through mercy, justice, and outreach 
efforts. Some of these efforts would be entirely church-driven, but 
many of them would be partnerships for the common good with 
local nonprofit and civic organizations.
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All church members (including middle school and high school 
youth) would participate in one or more service opportunities 
for the community, such as: local food banks, after-school tutor-
ing, nursing home visitation, crisis pregnancy centers, women’s 
shelters, or anti-trafficking task forces. In partnership with a local 
rescue mission, DC’s restaurant kitchen would cook free com-
munity meals on select weeknights, and the church would open 
its all-purpose room on several nights a week as an emergency 
homeless shelter.

As one of the city’s finest musical venues, DC’s beautiful church 
sanctuary would be rented out multiple nights a week as a concert 
venue. The church’s public arts and community events committee 
would organize the venue’s calendar with lectures, concerts, and 
film screenings year round. The church’s sanctuary would be a 
vibrant hub of the city’s civic life and arts scene.

Additionally, DC’s lobby would serve as a community art space 
where artists from both inside and outside the church could display 
and sell their work. DC’s bookstore would sell Bibles and books but 
also artisan goods made by church and community members, as 
well as coffee beans from the adjacent roastery and single-varietal 
jams made from the church’s organic garden. A percentage of sales 
from these goods would go toward DC’s mercy and justice fund.

The church’s adjacent restaurant and coffee shop would also 
play an integral role in community outreach. Open all week, these 
eateries would provide community dining and study spaces as well 
as venues for poetry readings and concerts. The restaurant/coffee 
shop’s kitchen and wait staff would be partially funneled from a 
local job training organization that helps homeless people, ex-
convicts, and unemployed people develop skills to earn a living.

DC’s fully equipped fitness center would provide another ser-
vice to the community, offering various fitness classes, CrossFit, 
and personal training throughout the week at rates cheaper than 
typical gym memberships.

DC’s all-purpose room and classrooms would be open periodically 
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for outreach classes during the week, including Alpha for skeptics 
with questions about Christianity; Celebrate Recovery groups 
for those struggling with addictions; and a six-week premarital 
course offered a few times a year for seriously dating or engaged 
couples.

Theology

Theologically, DC would be conservative and Reformed, though 
not afraid to preach and celebrate the best contributions of Wes-
leyan and Pentecostal theology and even the occasional Eastern 
Orthodox or Catholic thinker (not to mention N. T. Wright!). 
The church would be thoroughly gospel-centered, Spirit-led, and 
missionally minded. Both the five Solas and the charismatic gifts 
would be inescapable in the church’s day-to-day life. A portrait 
of Martyn Lloyd-Jones would hang prominently in one of the 
church offices.

Structurally, DC would be elder-led, with preaching alternat-
ing between elders and a few non-elders with preaching gifts. Paid 
staff would be minimal as the church membership’s high volunteer 
percentage would bear the load of most all programs and func-
tions of the church.

Though Word-centric, DC would have a robust theology of 
the Holy Spirit and balance the tensions therein. Other things DC 
would hold in healthy tension: local and global mission, engaging 
the culture with truth and love, preaching the gospel and demon-
strating it in deed.

Multiplication and church planting would be central to DC’s 
mission. Member growth (mostly from new converts through 
outreach programs like Alpha) would lead not to new buildings 
or bigger sanctuaries, but to new church plants. As part of its 
church-planting orientation, DC would be part of a global net-
work of church-planting partners, resulting in close relationships 
with churches both domestically and internationally. This would 
afford DC frequent opportunities to send and receive ministry 
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teams for mutual building up and encouragement. New churches 
would be planted out of these partnerships and networks rather 
than solely relying on DC’s resources and members.

DC would have a robust, Kuyperian theology of vocation and 
an intellectual bent appropriate to its urban context. Except for a 
bit more on the Holy Spirit, the “Vision and Values” section of Tim 
Keller’s Redeemer Presbyterian sums up DC’s theology pretty well.1

Sundays

A typical Sunday morning at DC would begin in the lobby with 
coffee and pastries (chocolate blackberry croissants, maple bacon 
biscuits, lemon pistachio polenta cake, and so on) from the adja-
cent roastery and restaurant.

Worship services would incorporate liturgy and creeds, confes-
sion, read and spontaneous prayer, an exchanging of “the peace,” 
thirty to forty-five minutes of preaching, instrumental music, and 
extended singing time before and after the preaching.

Music on stage would be minimalist by modern evangelical 
church standards, with largely acoustic bands of fewer than five 
musicians. Piano, acoustic guitar, string trios, and French horn 
would be regularly incorporated, as would a variety of music 
styles from other cultures and contexts. A beautiful pipe organ 
(cherished not only by the elderly congregants) would figure 
prominently into at least one hymn each Sunday. Musicians would 
also be encouraged to write, record, and perform original music, 
largely inspired by biblical poetry and the Psalter.

Sunday morning services would always incorporate commu-
nion, with congregants standing and taking the elements collec-
tively as an elder spoke the corresponding liturgy. Each Sunday 
morning would also end with a time of response, prayer, and a 
clear call to conversion. Planned and spontaneous baptisms would 
take place regularly, as multiple conversions would be a weekly 
occurrence.

Following services, churchgoers would be invited to stay for a 
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community lunch in the all-purpose room. Catered by the adja-
cent restaurant and prominently featuring the best of the church 
garden’s seasonal produce, these lunches would often last for 
hours and hours, featuring wine and laughter, bocce ball games 
on the lawn, tea and scones on the roof, walks around town, or 
naps on the couches by the fireplace (there would be a fireplace 
reading room somewhere, complete with a collection of single-
malt scotches made available for consumption at the behest of 
a responsible-but-not-stingy elder entrusted with the keys to the 
liquor cabinet).

Most members would stay at church for large parts of the day 
on Sunday along with their non-Christian friends and spiritually 
seeking acquaintances, as there really would be no more welcom-
ing, relaxing, beautifully diverse, and heaven-like place to be in 
the city.

Discipleship and Community Life

During DC’s corporate worship service on Sunday morning, chil-
dren through grade five would have classes of their own, although 
they would all participate in the singing portion of “big church” 
once a month. Middle school and high school students would be 
with the whole church on Sunday morning but would have their 
own gathering after the community lunch. During this time, adult 
education classes in Bible, theology, and apologetics would be of-
fered in cooperation with a nearby evangelical seminary.

Church membership and assimilation would be an emphasis of 
DC. A robust catechism course would be required for new believ-
ers and a membership class for new members. Requirements for 
membership would include taking the class, joining a small group, 
volunteering for a serve team (see following), and tithing regularly. 
Small group, volunteering, and tithing participation would all be 
near 100 percent, and the church’s budget (half of which would 
go to church planting/missions and mercy/justice) would thrive 
accordingly.
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Each church member would volunteer for one of the following 
serve teams:

• Food and Hospitality: the restaurant, coffee shop, organic 
garden, community lunches, meal trains, hosting out-of-
town guests, and anything else involving food and hospi-
tality.

• Prayer: pre-service prayer meetings on Sunday mornings, 
prayer for people during and after each service, prayer 
walks, prayer newsletters, the rooftop prayer garden, and 
more.

• Education and Outreach: adult education, children’s and 
youth classes, new-believer catechism, nursery, small 
groups, Kuyper clubs (see below), Alpha, etc.

• Assimilation: greeting people on Sunday mornings, visitor 
information, follow-up, membership classes, helping new-
comers find ways to get involved.

• Operations: technical and facility needs, groundskeeping, 
media/AV, room setup, lighting, stage management, etc.

• Music and Arts: music ministries of the church (including 
weeknight Evensong services), public arts and community 
events committee, lobby art gallery curating.

• Mercy and Justice: organizing partnerships and adminis-
trative needs related to mercy and justice initiatives, help-
ing church members serve the common good of the city.

• Communications: church website, social media, emails, 
member database, printed bulletins, and branding.

• Community Care: connecting relationally gifted members 
of the community to the counseling and mentoring needs 
of the church with a focus on intergenerational discipleship 
and soul care.

Church members would also be encouraged to join a “Kuyper 
Club”2 as a way to deepen community and invite nonbelieving 
friends to a variety of interest-based, mid-week activities. These 
clubs would include things like:
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• Inklings 2.0: A writer’s workshop for the literarily inclined
• Taste and See: For foodies to explore the local restaurant 

scene
• Holy Spirits: For those who like to sample rare scotch, 

bourbon, rum, and other spirits
• Singles Supper Club: Where singles gather to cook and 

enjoy a feast together
• Running the Race: Training group for aspiring runners of 

10Ks, half marathons, and marathons
• CrossFit: A CrossFit club which meets in the church’s fit-

ness center
• Creation Appreciation: A hiking, backpacking, and camp-

ing club
• Augustine Society: A reading group focused on the church 

fathers and historical theology
• Robinson Society: A reading group focused on twentieth-

and twenty-first-century fiction
• Rothko Society: Takes regular trips to art exhibits and 

engages the city’s art scene
• Malick Society: Watches and discusses movies (not just by 

Terrence Malick!) from the perspective of Christian faith
• Eliot Society: A poetry reading and writing group

In addition to these forums for discipleship and community 
life, DC would also own several homes and apartments in the 
city that would be rented out to members in the church as a way 
of building intentional community. These houses would focus on 
spiritual formation but also outreach and service, partnering with 
some of the aforementioned mercy and justice initiatives.

Always mindful of not becoming too large or too insular, DC 
would also have a robust leadership and church-planting train-
ing process whereby capable and trustworthy leaders would be 
constantly developed and sent to serve in new church plants or 
existing partner churches both locally and globally.

———
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My Dream Is Not the Point
I’d be lying if I said that DC description wasn’t enjoyable to write. 
In fact, I could have kept going. I didn’t even get into my ideal 
color palette for the church’s website (organic shades of black, 
olive, and tan) or my preference for prelude music (pipe organ 
version of Radiohead’s “Everything in Its Right Place”). But you 
get the idea, and I’m sure you’ve had enough. There are few things 
more annoying than reading through someone else’s subjective 
vision of “the perfect church.”

I am a bit disgusted with how easy it is to describe in such de-
tail my hypothetical “dream church.” It’s easy because this is how 
we’ve been conditioned to think. “Have it your way” consumer-
ism is the air we breathe.

We curate our social feeds so that everything we see befits our 
tastes and leanings. If a Tweet annoys us, we unfollow that Twitterer. 
On Netflix we populate “My List” with all that our over-mediated 
hearts desire. If we start a movie and the first ten minutes are boring, 
we remove it from the list and forget about it forever. Consumerism 
is about unlimited choice and unlimited speed. We choose exactly 
what we want, take only what we want from it, and move on.

This mind-set has infiltrated the way we approach church: as 
a thing we can design according to our checklist of preferences. 
And if a church stops catering to our desires or makes us uncom-
fortable (the pastor says something disagreeable, worship music 
becomes too saccharine, someone speaks in tongues), we move on. 
There are dozens of other options in town.

Consumerism is chronic dissatisfaction. We’re always on the 
quest for more and better, hoping for new heights of satisfaction. 
The “dream church” is always a potential out there; the grass is 
always greener at the trendy new church in town.

What We Want Is Not What We Need
The point of this introduction—and the point of this book—is that 
we must debunk and destroy this toxic consumerist approach. It’s 
bad for our physical health and worse for our spiritual health.
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If we always approach church through the lens of wishing this 
or that were different, or longing for a church that “gets me” or 
“meets me where I’m at,” we’ll never commit anywhere (or, Prot-
estants that we are, we’ll just start our own church). But church 
shouldn’t be about being perfectly understood and met in our 
comfort zone; it should be about understanding God more, and 
meeting him where he is. This is an uncomfortable but beautiful 
thing. As nineteenth-century preacher Charles Spurgeon once said:

If I had never joined a church till I had found one that was 
perfect, I should never have joined one at all; and the moment 
I did join it, if I had found one, I should have spoiled it, for 
it would not have been a perfect church after I had become a 
member of it. Still, imperfect as it is, it is the dearest place on 
earth to us.3

What we think we want from a church is almost never what 
we need. However challenging it may be to embrace, God’s idea 
of church is far more glorious than any dream church we could 
conjure. It’s not about finding a church that perfectly fits my theo-
logical, architectural, or political preferences. It’s about becoming 
like “living stones” that are “being built up as a spiritual house” 
focused on and held together by Jesus, the stone the builders re-
jected who became the cornerstone (1 Pet. 2:4–7).

Contrary to the wisdom of consumerism, we’re better off giv-
ing up the “dream church” ideal and the “perfect fit” fallacy. 
I’ve seen this firsthand in my current church experience in Brea, 
California. Whether because of its music (louder and more con-
temporary than my tastes), its emphasis on spontaneous prayer 
in “groups of three or four around you” (I’m an introvert), or its 
openness to the wildness of the Holy Spirit (I grew up Southern 
Baptist), much about the church makes me uncomfortable. It’s far 
from the “dream church” that meets all my preferred checkboxes. 
Yet in this not-my-dream church, my wife and I have grown im-
mensely and been used by God. Its community has shown me 
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clearly that “how it fits me” is the wrong criteria for finding the 
right church.

Rather, church should be about collectively spurring one an-
other to “be fit” to the likeness of Christ (Ephesians 4–5). And 
this can happen in almost any sort of church as long as it’s fixed 
on Jesus, anchored in the gospel, and committed to the authority 
of Scripture.

Instead of à la carte Christianity driven by fickle tastes and 
“dream church” appetites, what if we learned to love churches 
even when—or perhaps because—they challenge us and stretch us 
out of our comfort zones? Instead of driving twenty miles away to 
attend a church that “fits my needs,” what if we committed to the 
nearest nonheretical, Bible-believing church where we could grow 
and serve—and where Jesus is the hero—however uncomfortable 
it may be?4

Commitment even amidst discomfort, faithfulness even amidst 
disappointment: this is what being the people of God has always 
been about. Imagine if Yahweh had bailed on Israel the minute 
they said or did something offensive, opting instead to “shop 
around” for a new people (Canaanites? Philistines? Egyptians?). 
Imagine if God were as fickle and restless as we are. But he isn’t. 
God’s covenant faithfulness to his people, even when the relation-
ship is difficult and embarrassing, should be instructive to us. A 
healthy relationship with the local church is like a healthy mar-
riage: it only works when grounded in selfless commitment and a 
nonconsumerist covenant.

Is this approach uncomfortable, awkward, and stretching? Ab-
solutely. But that is the point.

———

This book is about the comforting gospel of Jesus Christ that 
leads us to live uncomfortable lives for him. It’s about recovering 
a willingness to do hard things, to embrace hard truths, to do life 



26

Introduction

with hard people for the sake and glory of the One who did the 
hardest thing.

Each chapter of this book will explore an “uncomfortable” 
aspect of becoming the church Jesus wants us to be:

• Embrace the Discomfort: Christians who seek growth 
should embrace, rather than fear or disown, the difficult 
aspects of following Jesus.

• The Uncomfortable Cross: What does it mean that a ma-
cabre execution device is the central symbol of our faith? 
What does it look like to embrace suffering and sacrifice?

• Uncomfortable Holiness: Christians are called to be a set-
apart people, pursuing values different than the world around 
them. This involves the uncomfortable but essential process 
of pursuing holiness and not settling for mere authenticity.

• Uncomfortable Truths: Following Jesus means accepting 
truths that are uncomfortable in today’s world, whether it 
be a biblical sexual ethic, the reality of hell, the idea that 
the universe was created, or any number of other unfash-
ionable things.

• Uncomfortable Love: Jesus calls his followers not only to 
love truth but also to love others, radically. Christlike love 
doesn’t just look like the passivity of niceness or tolerance. 
It is active, uncomfortable, and unconditional.

• Uncomfortable Comforter: Jesus gives Christians the Holy 
Spirit as a paraclete, a “Comforter” to indwell us, guide 
us into truth, and grow in him. But for many Christians 
the role of the Spirit is a source of controversy and unease.

• Uncomfortable Mission: Christianity would be a lot more 
comfortable if we could just keep to ourselves and mind 
our own business. But we are called to mission, to tirelessly 
serve others and evangelize, which is not easy.

• Uncomfortable People: People are flawed and weird and 
self-serving; it’s a wonder any of us get along. And yet for 
Christians striving to be the church, overcoming “people 
problems” and bearing with one another in love is essential.
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• Uncomfortable Diversity: It’s uncomfortable doing church 
with people who are very different from us. But unity 
amidst diversity is one of the greatest testaments to the 
power of the gospel. It’s an uncomfortable thing we must 
strive for.

• Uncomfortable Worship: Everyone has a preference about 
style of worship music, prayer, liturgy, etc. Yet putting 
aside personal preferences and embracing unified, God-
centric worship is part of what it means to follow Jesus 
together.

• Uncomfortable Authority: Reluctance to submit to author-
ity is the reason many people abandon church or create 
their own custom spirituality. Yet Christianity would be 
chaos without the guardrails of authority.

• Uncomfortable Unity: The challenge and messiness of 
unity in the body of Christ will be increasingly urgent as 
the need for partnership and mutual support among the 
“Christian remnant” becomes greater.

• Uncomfortable Commitment: The perfect church does 
not exist, but committing to a church in spite of its flaws 
is essential—and worth it. Churchless Christianity is an 
oxymoron.

• Countercultural Comfort: There is comfort for those who 
follow Jesus, but not in the sense that a consumer society 
defines comfort.

Are you willing to lay aside your “dream church” consumer 
fantasies and accept the hard-to-stomach truths and awkward re-
quirements of locking arms with weird people in common pursuit 
of Jesus? Are you willing to relinquish your freedom to do and be 
whatever you want? Are you willing to embrace persecution when 
it comes, to “count everything as loss because of the surpassing 
worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Phil. 3:8)?

If so, or maybe if you aren’t quite there yet, this book is for 
you. It may be uncomfortable, but it will be worth it. On the other 
side of discomfort is delight in Christ.
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Embrace the Discomfort

Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in 
this world will keep it for eternal life.

JOHN 12:25

We must put away our convenient notions of God—the one 
who always agrees with us, the one who always favors our 
nation or political agenda, the one who feeds us candy and 
never vegetables.

ADAM MCHUGH

There was at least a four-year gap between when I prayed to ask 
Jesus to be my Savior, and when I publicly confessed him as such 
in my church and asked to be baptized. That’s how much of an 
introvert I am.

It was one thing to pray to Jesus in private; quite another to 
go forward during an altar call. For a shy kid, the latter was ter-
rifying: standing up, stepping out of the pew, walking up that 
intimidating aisle, finding the right words to say to the pastor who 
wore cowboy boots with his suits. The thought of doing it made 
me sweat. Literally.

For years I dreaded the invitation time in the Sunday services of 
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our little Baptist church in Oklahoma. During the inevitable one 
or two verses of “Just as I Am” or “Softly and Tenderly,” when 
the pastor beckoned anyone to come forward who felt convicted 
to “confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9; this 
verse terrified me), I sat in turmoil, clearly convicted but unwill-
ing to take the uncomfortable step. I often felt sick to my stomach 
during these moments of the church service (and not just because 
of the mayonnaise-based casseroles that dominated our church’s 
potlucks). This went on for years. After one particularly nerve-
wracking Sunday night service (I’m sure the sermon was out of 
Revelation), I actually ran to the church bathroom and threw up.

When at age ten I finally moved from my seat to go forward 
during the altar call, it was indeed uncomfortable. I remember 
tapping my dad’s shoulder and whispering to him that I wanted to 
go forward, but would he walk up there with me? He did. I told 
the pastor I’d asked Jesus to be my Savior and wanted to be bap-
tized. My decision was announced to the congregation, and a few 
weeks later I was awkwardly dunked in lukewarm water. All of it 
was uncomfortable, but not nearly as bad as my worrying mind 
had imagined. And thanks be to God, my altar call stomachaches 
ended that day, once and for all.

The “God of all comfort” (2 Cor. 1:3) filled me with a new-
found peace at that moment, but it was by no means the end of 
discomfort on my Jesus-following journey. There have been, and 
continue to be, aspects of Christianity that make me uncomfort-
able. Most of them have to do with living out the faith in the way 
Jesus mandated: not as individuals but as a fellowship—as the 
church. And church is hard.

Here are just a few of the things that have proven awkward 
and/or uncomfortable for me in my three decades of church-
going life:

• Praying aloud in public—introverts reading this will 
understand
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• Speaking on stage or from any sort of podium, for any 
reason

• That moment in a worship song when everyone is sitting, 
and then as the song builds to a climax, people start pop-
ping up around you and you feel pressured to stand up too

• That moment in a small group or church meeting when the 
leader asks if someone will close in prayer, everyone avoids 
eye contact, and you just KNOW he will call on you

• The meet-and-greet portion of church where small talk 
with strangers is encouraged

• Men’s ministry activities involving sports, meat, and peo-
ple who call you “boss”

• Door-to-door or street evangelism (or any sort of evange-
lism, really)

• Holding sweaty hands with strangers during a prayer circle 
time that never seems to end

• Youth group

There is more I could list, of course, but as much as it makes 
me cringe to think of it all, it also fills me with joy. For it is on 
account of the uncomfortable, the awkward, the difficult, and the 
challenging that I have grown. This is as true for life in general as 
it is for the life of faith.

If I had never taken the awkward and vulnerable step of asking 
Kira on that first date to the local Thai restaurant in 2010, and if I 
hadn’t then been OK that she needed time (six months!) before she 
was really ready to start dating, she would not be my wife today.

If every day Kira and I shut our doors and kept our home a 
quiet haven of solitude (my preference), we would miss out on the 
benefits of living hospitably and learning from the beautiful souls 
who sit at our table and on our couches each week.

If I had listened to my introverted instincts every time I was 
offered a public-speaking opportunity or a teaching gig, I would 
have missed out on amazing opportunities to share with, shape, 
and engage hundreds of people.
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We grow most when we are outside of our comfort zones.
We are more effective when we are on the edge of risk.
We hold beliefs more dear and pursue goals more passionately 

when they are accompanied by a cost.
This is why I believe Christians ought to embrace, rather than 

avoid, the necessity of grounding their faith in a local church 
context, however uncomfortable, awkward, and frustrating it 
may be.

And it’s why I believe churches ought to embrace, rather than 
avoid, the uncomfortable aspects of Christianity if they are to 
thrive in the twenty-first century.

There is a reverse correlation between the comfortability of 
Christianity and its vibrancy. When the Christian church is com-
fortable and cultural, she tends to be weak. When she is uncom-
fortable and countercultural, she tends to be strong.

I believe the latter is how she was meant to be.

The Dying-Away of Cultural Christianity

The number of people in the United States who call themselves 
Christians is shrinking. And that’s a good thing.

Every few years, new data shows an ongoing decline of Ameri-
cans who identify as Christians and an ongoing rise in those who 
identify as religiously unaffiliated (the “nones”). Yet headlines 
announcing the death of American Christianity are misleading 
and premature.

“Christianity isn’t collapsing; it’s being clarified,” wrote Ed 
Stetzer in 2015 following the release of Pew Research data show-
ing the Christian share of the American population declined al-
most eight percentage points from 2007 to 2014. Stetzer points 
out that the surge in “nones” is because nominal Christians are 
giving up the pretense of faith while convictional Christians re-
main committed.1

For most of US history, to be American was to be “Chris-
tian.” National identity was conflated with religious identity in 
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a way that produced a distorted form of Christianity, mostly 
about family values, Golden Rule moralism, and good citizen-
ship. The God of this “Christianity” was first and foremost a 
nice guy who rewarded moral living by sanctifying the American 
dream: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness (i.e., a substantial 
401(k), a three-car garage, and as many Instagram followers as 
possible). This form of Christianity—prominent in twenty-first-
century America—has been aptly labeled “Moralistic Therapeutic 
Deism,” a faith defined by a distant, “cosmic ATM” God who 
only cares that we are nice to one another and feel good about 
ourselves.2

This faux God—stripped of theological and historical speci-
ficity and closer to Santa Claus than Yahweh—began to flourish 
amidst the gradual “death of God” narrative advanced by philo-
sophical, literary, artistic, and scientific elites from the Enlighten-
ment to postmodernity. In this context, mainstream Christianity 
became less about truly believing in God and supernatural events 
like the incarnation and resurrection; it became more about the 
rites and rituals of Christianity-flavored morality: a convenient, 
comfortable, quaint system of personal and societal uplift. Thank-
fully, and predictably, this sort of toothless, “nice,” good-citizen 
Christianity is on the decline. Why? As Terry Eagleton observes, 
it’s because Christianity is fundamentally disruptive rather than 
conciliatory to polite society and powers-that-be:

The form of life Jesus offers his followers is not one of social 
integration but a scandal to the priestly and political establish-
ment. It is a question of being homeless, propertyless, peripa-
tetic, celibate, socially marginal, disdainful of kinsfolk, averse 
to material possessions, a friend of outcasts and pariahs, a 
thorn in the side of the Establishment and a scourge of the 
rich and powerful.3

What we are seeing in American Christianity is a healthy prun-
ing away of the mutant and neutered forms of it that are easily 
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abandoned when they become culturally inconvenient or unfash-
ionable. As Russell Moore observes, “A Christianity that reflects 
its culture, whether that culture is Smith College or NASCAR, 
only lasts as long as it is useful to its host. That’s because it’s, at 
root, idolatry, and people turn from their idols when they stop 
sending rain.”4

Rather than being a cause for alarm, the dying-away of cultural 
Christianity should be seen as an opportunity. It used to be too 
easy to be a Christian in America; so easy that one could adopt the 
label simply by being born in this “Christian nation” and going 
to church once or twice a year (if that), in between relentless at-
tempts to swindle the stock market, accumulate beach properties, 
and build an empire of wealth and acclaim.

To be sure, and especially in contrast to much of the rest of the 
world, it’s still easy to be a Christian in America. But it is becom-
ing less easy and certainly less normal. And that’s a good thing. 
Christianity, founded on belief in the supernatural resurrection 
of a first-century Jewish carpenter, has been and always will be 
abnormal. Again, Russell Moore:

The Book of Acts, like the Gospels before it, shows us that 
Christianity thrives when it is, as Kierkegaard put it, a sign 
of contradiction. Only a strange gospel can differentiate itself 
from the worlds we construct. But the strange, freakish, fool-
ish old gospel is what God uses to save people and to resurrect 
churches (1 Cor. 1:20–22).5

Following Christ is not one’s golden ticket to a white-picket-
fence American dream. It’s an invitation to die, to pick up a cross. 
Christians are those who give themselves away in love and sacri-
fice to advance a kingdom that is not of this world (John 18:36).

As C. S. Lewis writes: “I didn’t go to religion to make me 
happy. I always knew a bottle of Port would do that. If you want 
a religion to make you feel really comfortable, I certainly don’t 
recommend Christianity.”6
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Christianity Should Be Uncomfortable

In the face of growing secularization and the decline of cultural/
nominal Christianity in the West, the Christianity that will sur-
vive will be the kind that doesn’t shrink from discomfort or apol-
ogize for the increasingly countercultural things it calls people 
to believe and do.

At a time when young Americans are ever less familiar 
with Jesus and the Christian gospel, and the spiritual-but-not-
religious mantra is ever more proliferate, this sort of real Chris-
tianity will be clearer and more urgent. The Western world 
doesn’t need a more muddled, confused, “I love Jesus but not 
the church” Christianity made up of a million different opinions 
and to-each-his-own permutations. Rather, it needs a true, uni-
fied, and eloquent witness to the distinctly alternative vision for 
life that Jesus offers. And this will only come with a renewed 
commitment to the local church in all of its uncomfortable but 
life-giving glory.

Nominal Christianity and Moralistic Therapeutic Deism will 
gradually die off. We should expedite their passing. One way we 
can do this is by rallying around the true, costly pursuit of Christ 
as believers committed to the imperfect but essential local church. 
Not only will this help distinguish true from almost Christian-
ity, but it will renew and revive our churches. It will result in a 
stronger, more sustainable, more identifiable (and I think more 
united) Christianity. It will make congregations more mature and 
effective, because those who remain will be all in, committed, and 
invested.

Anyone who has ever grown in a skill—a sport, an art form, a 
job—knows that growth doesn’t come by way of comfort. Growth 
happens when we push ourselves outside of our comfort zone and 
allow our confidence and assumptions to be shaken. Those unwill-
ing to stay the uncomfortable course simply quit. These people are 
not the ones who win medals or create art of lasting significance. 
They are not the ones who build the church. No, the builders and 
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changers of this world are the ones who put their comfort aside 
for the sake of something greater.

Giving Up “Dream Church” and Embracing Discomfort

The “dream church” picture I painted in the introduction looks 
very little like the church, Southlands, where I am now a member.

Southlands is nondenominational, meets in a renovated pros-
thetics factory, and has only the slightest liturgical bent. It’s 
Reformed-ish but Holy Spirit focused, with impromptu “words” 
from the congregation and quiet prayer in tongues a common oc-
curance. The music is relentlessly loud. To be honest, the worship 
services often make me quite uncomfortable.

And I’m OK with that. I love my church.
Talking about one’s personal “dream church” is an exercise 

in not only futility but flat-out gospel denial. The church does 
not exist to meet our “comfort zone” preferences but rather to 
destabilize them, to jostle us awake from the dead-eye stupor of a 
culture of comfort-worship that impedes our growth.

Attending my current church has been difficult and full of per-
sonal discomfort, but also probably the most spiritually enriching 
churchgoing season of my life. Nothing matures you quite like 
faithfulness amid discomfort.

For too long the consumer logic of Christian culture has been: 
Find a church that meets your needs! Find a church where the 
worship music moves you, the pastor’s preaching compels you, 
and the homogenous community welcomes you! You, you, you!

But this model doesn’t work. Not only is it coldly transactional 
(what have you done for me lately?) and devoid of covenantal 
commitment (consumerist church attendance is basically a celeb-
rity marriage without a prenup), it’s also anti-gospel. A true gospel 
community is not about convenience and comfort and chai lattes 
in the vestibule. It’s about pushing each other forward in holi-
ness and striving together for the kingdom, joining along in the 
ongoing work of the Spirit in this world. Those interested only in 
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their comfort and happiness need not apply. Being the church is 
difficult.

The thing is, many young people today resonate with this. 
They’re sick of being sold spiritual comfort food. They want to 
be part of something that has forward momentum and doesn’t 
slow down so that a few fickle, FOMO (“fear of missing out”) 
Millennials can decide whether or not they want to get on board. 
They want a community that is so compelled by the gospel 
and so confident in Christ that they pay little heed to target 
demographics and CNN articles about what twentysomethings 
are saying today about their “dream church.” As one popu-
lar book written by Christian Millennials suggests, there is “a 
growing movement of Christian young people who are rebelling 
against the low expectations of their culture by choosing to ‘do 
hard things’ for the glory of God.”7

College students I know are not interested in a church with 
a nice, shiny college ministry. They want a church that is alive, 
bearing fruit, and making disciples. The young professionals in 
our life group do not meet week after week because hanging out 
with a diverse array of awkward personalities after a long day’s 
work makes their lives easier. No. They come because there is 
growth when believers in community help each other look outside 
of themselves and to Jesus.

Looking outside of ourselves. Putting aside personal comfort 
and coming often to the cross. This is what being the church 
means.

It means worshiping all together without segregating by age or 
interest (e.g., “contemporary” or “traditional”). It means preach-
ing the whole counsel of God, even the unpopular bits. It means 
fighting against homogeneity and cultivating diversity as much as 
possible, even if this makes people uncomfortable. It means pri-
oritizing the values of church membership and tithing, even if it 
turns people off. It means pushing back against the privatization 
of relationships by insisting that the health of marriages is the 
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business of the church family. It means sticking around even when 
the church goes through hard times. It means building a tight-knit 
community, but not an insular one, that engages the surrounding 
community and sends out members when mission calls them away. 
It means bearing with one another in love on matters of debate 
and yet not shying away from discipline. It means preaching truth 
and love in tension, even when the culture calls it bigotry.

None of this is easy, and none of it is comfortable. But by 
the grace of God and with the Holy Spirit’s help, uncomfortable 
church can become something we treasure.

The Remnants and Legacy of Comfortable Christianity

I have never lived in a place where being a Christian was abnor-
mal or especially difficult. Born and raised in the Bible Belt, my 
Christianity was shaped by the values of the heartland (Tulsa, 
Oklahoma; Shawnee, Kansas; and Wheaton, Illinois). Going to 
church was just something you did. Evangelical Christianity was 
so mainstream that the Power Team put on assemblies in my pub-
lic middle school and the DJ played DC Talk’s “Jesus Freak” at 
prom. Though things have changed a bit since my childhood, 
the Midwest is still very much a hotbed of cultural Christianity. 
Churches may be slightly emptier these days, but God, family, and 
country are still the predominant values of the region.

These days I live in Orange County, California, which is not 
exactly the Bible Belt but has nevertheless been an incubator 
of evangelical trends for at least the last half century. In a way, 
Orange County is the poster child for comfortable Christianity. 
This is, after all, where the church-growth and seeker-sensitive 
movements were perfected and mass distributed to the rest of 
evangelicalism.

Orange County is a center of business and wealth, and also a 
center of pleasure: sun, fun, shopping, consumerism. It’s no sur-
prise that Christianity has been framed through these lenses here. 
The megachurch, seeker-sensitive Christianity that emerged here, 
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and came to define American evangelicalism in the 1990s and 
2000s, was driven by the idea that church should pay attention 
to consumer desires. Churches should construct their spaces, their 
worship styles, and their preaching to be as friendly, inoffensive, 
and appealing as possible to the “seeker.”

Admirably evangelistic, this approach resulted in huge num-
bers and growth for many churches. Who doesn’t want to attend 
a church where single-origin Ethiopian Yirgacheffe coffee, U2-
sounding rock music, and Ted Talk–caliber preaching can be ex-
perienced in under one hour, with no “Softly and Tenderly” altar 
calls anywhere in sight?

But the seeker-sensitive movement didn’t do much to combat 
the mutations of cultural Christianity; in many cases, it reinforced 
them. Sadly, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism thrived in the youth 
groups of many a megachurch. Shorn of meaty theology and the 
cruciform cost of following Jesus, the seeker-sensitive ethos em-
phasized “your best life now” self-help that sold church as little 
more than a family-friendly support group and social club full of 
Hollister-wearing teenagers driving Audis and Camaros.

Yet framing Christianity as a product to be sold to a customer 
(who is always right) is disingenuous to the actual call of Christ 
and deadly to the prospects of a thriving, transformative, gospel-
witnessing church community.

The early church recognized this. It was very different from the 
seeker-sensitive, low-barrier-to-entry churches of today. In the first 
centuries of Christianity, churches were hard to enter. And this 
was a key to their growth. As one scholar observes, “They didn’t 
grow because of their cultural accessibility; they grew because they 
required commitment to an unpopular God who didn’t require 
people to perform cultic acts correctly but instead equipped them 
to live in a way that was richly unconventional.”8

Today the seeker-sensitive approach takes the form of the 
radically individualistic iChurch, which is all about what church 
does for me and has little tolerance for covenantal commitment 
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or accountability. Naturally, iChurch transitions eventually to no-
Church, which is precisely the nominal-to-none trajectory we are 
now seeing.

In the wake of the church-growth movement and seeker-
sensitive evangelicalism, we must acknowledge that the Christian-
ity we need, the only Christianity that will survive, will probably 
not pack out megachurches and likely not spawn bestsellers. Why? 
Because it will be gospel-sensitive and seeker-insensitive.

It will be true Christianity.

Seeker-Insensitive: The Uncomfortable Call of 
Following Christ

Being a follower of Jesus brings immeasurable rewards, to be sure. 
Jesus came so that we could have abundant life (John 10:10) and 
so that our souls would find rest (Matt. 11:29). Next to the bur-
dens we place on ourselves to justify our own existence and to 
live up to the cultural standards of “success,” what Jesus offers 
is grace upon grace: “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light” 
(Matt. 11:30). Choosing Jesus is choosing resurrection, freedom, 
redemption, salvation, and eternal life. We musn’t forget this. 
Christianity is not a faith of self-loathing, fetishizing persecution, 
and adopting a martyrdom complex. Christianity is not about 
seeking out suffering; it’s about seeking first the kingdom of God. 
It’s not about celebrating our pain and brokenness; it’s about cel-
ebrating our redemption through the blood of Jesus Christ.

But in this life, following Jesus also has costs. Costs that are 
sometimes seeker-insensitive. This is a faith, after all, centered 
upon a symbol of the most torturous and degrading of deaths: the 
Roman cross. This is a faith literally built on humiliation. These 
were realities that were hard for Jesus’s earliest disciples to ac-
cept. They couldn’t believe that the Messiah came to die, and in 
such an embarrassing way. But he did, and humility of the most 
extreme sort has been a hallmark of Christianity ever since. This 
is a path of losing life to gain it (John 12:25), putting others first 
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(Phil. 2:3–4), and following Christ’s example of “becoming obedi-
ent to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8).

To be a disciple of Jesus is to deny oneself (Matt. 16:24), to 
take up a cross (Luke 14:27), to be subject to persecution (John 
15:20; 2 Tim. 3:12). It is to give up the creature comforts of home 
(Luke 9:58), to forsake the priority of family (Luke 9:59–62; 
14:26), to be willing to give up all material possessions (Matt. 
19:21; Luke 14:33), to be crucified with Christ (Gal. 2:20). It is 
also to embrace the messiness of community, bearing with one 
another in love (Eph. 4:2), bearing one another’s burdens (Gal. 
6:2), and working for a seemingly impossible unity (Gal. 3:28).

And this is just the beginning. To be a community of Jesus fol-
lowers is to trade a comfortable, me-centric existence for danger, 
difficulty, and discomfort of all sorts. But it’s the best trade you 
could possibly make.




