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43. The Church and the world 

Peter J. Leithart, Against Christianity 

Introduction 

And now for something completely different. 

We began our study of ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church) in the previous session with the 

first two chapters in book 4 of Calvin’s Institutes. We’re continuing with the same subject in this 

session, but from a slightly different perspective, as we turn to Peter J. Leithart’s thought-

provoking, amusing and occasionally provocative book Against Christianity (Moscow, ID: Canon 

Press, 2003). 

Against Christianity is hard to categorise. It oscillates between the whimsical and the deadly-

serious. Some sections contain some fairly taxing exegetical, historical and theological argument; 

other sections are simply short aphorisms, stories or parables. There is often little obvious logical 

connection between consecutive sections, and the argument of the book is therefore at times 

difficult to follow. 

Nonetheless, it is possible to identify an underlying theme. “The church is a culture,” writes 

Leithart in the preface, “a new city, a polity unto herself” (p. 7). As such, she is called to stand 

outside and against the world in order to transform and renew the world. But she has failed, 

instead allowing herself to be domesticated into a gnostic shadow of her biblical self. Leithart is 

“against” those contemporary views of “Christianity,” “theology,” “sacraments” and “ethics” that 

embody and perpetuate this false vision of the church’s life and mission; and he is “for 

Constantine” insofar as that great (though obviously flawed) Roman Emperor’s embrace of what 

we now call “Christendom” reflected a more biblical vision of the church as an alternative society, 

called to live as a renewed polis (city) through which God is transforming the world. 

Against Christianity is a book for grown-ups. It repays careful study; but more than that, it requires 

a willingness to be scrutinised under the biblical conviction that “faithful are the wounds of a 

friend” (Proverbs 27:6), since wounds are exactly what the serious reader is likely to experience. 

But for this very reason, this book could be one that makes a lasting impact on you. So if you’re 

willing to confront some sacred cows, this book could well be the right hook that leaves you flat on 

the canvas seeing the world in a whole new kaleidoscope of colours.  

References in the form A.n refer to chapter A, section n. If you’re pressed for time, omit the 

questions marked with a *, and consider leaving chapter 2 to read another time. 
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Introductory questions 

i. How should Christians and churches try to transform the world? What kind(s) of political or 

social action do you think would be appropriate or inappropriate? 

ii. Have you ever heard Christians say, “We should be in the world but not of the world”? If so, 

what do you think it means? Do you agree? 

As you read this book, I encourage you to take particular note of sections that you find especially 

helpful, or which you disagree with especially strongly, or which you simply don’t understand at 

all. Bring your questions and comments to the tutorial, and we’ll have a swell time. 

Study questions on chapter 1, Against Christianity. 

1. What is the “basso continuo” that runs through Against Christianity (preface; cf. I.23)? [“Basso 

continuo” is an Italian term for a form of musical accompaniment played underneath the melody 

in some forms of Baroque music.] 

2. “Christianity is the heresy of heresies” (p. 13). What does Leithart mean by this (cf. I.1-3)? What 

biblical support does he adduce (I.3)? 

3. “Christianity is institutionalised worldliness” (p. 17, I.4)? What does Leithart mean by this? 

4. Why does Barnus conclude that he is unable to help Peter, John and Paul (I.7)? 

5. What does it mean to describe the church as a “city,” and how does Leithart support this idea 

(I.9-14)? 

6. What, according to Leithart, do “old-fashioned Roman Catholics” have in common with some 

evangelicals (I.15)? 

7. What’s wrong with the United Nations? Why don’t churches run into conflict with the United 

Nations more often (I.16-17)? 

8. How, if at all, should Christians be engaged in “political” activity (I.18-19)? 

Study questions on chapter 2, Against Theology. 

*9. Why, and in what sense(s), is Leithart “against theology” (II.2-3, 7-10)? 

Study questions on chapter 3, Against Sacraments. 

10. What are the “six overlapping tendencies that make it difficult for evangelicals to grasp 

baptism and the Lord’s Supper” (III.6)? How are they related to “the heresy of Christianity” (III.7-

8)? 

11. How was Calvin “both profoundly right and profoundly mistaken” in his critique of late 

medieval Catholicism (III.10)? 

12. Why would it be a mistake for a congregation to always remain seated throughout a worship 

service (iii.14-15)? 

13. “Are baptism and the Lord’s Supper symbols or realities?” (III.18). 

14. What does our conduct at meals say about our membership of our community (20-24, 27-31)? 
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Study questions on chapter 4, Against Ethics. 

15. “Transformation of life, including social and political life, is not an ‘implication’ of the gospel” 

(IV.1). Why not? How does 2 Corinthians support Leithart’s argument (IV.2)? How is this claim 

related to Leithart’s earlier discussion of “Christianity”? 

16. “The church will find herself in a healthier … condition when pastoral candidates begin again to 

appear for their ordination exams wearing chains” (IV.23). Why? 

*17. Why are “schismatic churches ... trinitarian heretics” (IV.27)? 

Study questions on chapter 5, For Constantine. 

18. What does Leithart mean when he says, “The mission of the church can be described as a 

double movement” (V.1)? 

*19. What do Hauerwas, Yoder and Harvey claim about the relationship between “Christianity” 

and Christendom (V.3)? What does Leithart think? 

20. How does “the hypothetical ‘faithful Constantine’” challenge Yoder’s “case against 

Constantinianism” (V.11; cf. V.14-15)? 

21. Why is “infant baptism ... the nub of the issue” (V.21; cf. V.19)? 

*22. Why is it relevant for Leithart to point out that “God ... is the God of the living, of the living 

again” (V.24; cf. V.25-27)? 

 

 

 


