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154 There is a time for everything. . . .  
 —Ecclesiastes 3:1

Postmodernism has become a buzzword in Western culture, and 
the meanings given to it weigh it down with baggage and taboos. 
Some see postmodernism as a threat to the world at large. Others 
believe that it directly challenges Christianity. Still others embrace 
this movement and wish to see it come to full fruition. For many 
people, however, postmodernism is a confusing word filled with 
complex meaning.

Postmodernism is a broad movement, or collection of movements, 
that does not lend itself to being defined. But it can be described, 
and one person who has attempted such a description is Brian 
McLaren. According to McLaren, postmodernism is a reaction to the 
modernism1 that the world has passed through and by which it has 
been affected. Rather than being anti-modernism, postmodernism 
is, in a more accurate sense, after-modernism.

Without trying to define postmodernism, let me sketch out a few of 
its key aspects.2 As I do so, you’ll see that central to postmodernism 
is a hermeneutic of suspicion;3 that is, postmodernists are skeptical 
of the truths, stories, and understandings of the world that have 
been held up by modernism, such as the inevitability of human 
progress and the inherent goodness of knowledge.

From Me to We
The modernism that dominated the West (and Western Christianity) 
for the past few centuries has been thoroughly individualistic. 
The free individual was seen as the “base ingredient” of culture.4 
Postmodernism responds to this by focusing on communities in 
which individuals participate and the ways in which people are 
influenced by those around them. Postmodernism affirms the 
communal nature of humanity both geographically (in specific 
places) and temporally (at specific times).5

The Enlightenment (around 1650-1800), which is seen as the mother 
of modernism, held that the West is the world’s most advanced 
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civilization and that “all of humankind would eventually come to 
appreciate and strive to attain the benefits of the Western ideal.”6 
Postmodernism challenges this view. The rise of technology and 
globalization has allowed people around the world to communicate 
with one another. This in turn caused people to question the 
assumption that the West is the pinnacle of civilization. An example of 
this mindset is seen in Michael Moore’s popular documentaries.7

Since postmodernism does not see the West as the best civilization, 
it encourages pluralism.8 Along with pluralism comes a recognition 
that there are multiple realities in the world, and, in the words of 
psychologist Barbara Rogoff, “there is not likely to be One Best 
Way”9 or one best culture. Rather than suggesting that our society 
be a melting pot in which all cultures conform to a homogenous 
monoculture, postmodernism encourages communities to become 
tossed salads—heterogenous collections of multiple cultures. 
This diversity can also be seen in the eclectic style of postmodern 
art, the most popular form being the collage, which juxtaposes 
several styles on one canvas. Collages reflect what some believe to 
be the “central hallmark” of postmodernity: the coexistence and 
affirmation of multiple cultures and forms of cultural expression.10 
This affirmation of pluralism has significant implications for many 
of the core values of postmodernism, especially views of truth.

The (Relative) Truth about Truths
In Jesus Christ Superstar, Pilate asks Jesus a postmodern question: 
“What are truths? Are mine the same as yours?”11 As a result of the 
Enlightenment’s focus on reason and science, modernism became 
associated with the study of objective truth, that is, universal facts 
that are absolutely true in all times and places. By studying the 
world as unbiased, objective observers, modernists believed that 
truth consisted only of what could be discovered through reason.

Postmodernism challenges this view by positing that even if 
objective truths exist, human beings cannot know them, for we all 
possess metaphorical lenses through which we see the world—lenses 
made up of subjective past experiences, knowledge, and feelings. 
Since we cannot rid ourselves of these lenses and become impartial 
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156 observers of the world, postmodernism suggests that we can never 
discover objective, absolute truths. In the words of Tony Jones, 
postmodernism acknowledges “that all our conversations about 
reality involve layers of limited perception and human interpretation, 
and are therefore open to question and correction.”12

This, however, does not mean that there is no truth; rather, 
what counts as truth changes as one moves from modernism to 
postmodernism. “There are other valid paths to knowledge besides 
reason, say the postmoderns, including the emotions and the 
intuition.”13 Postmodernism recognizes that truths are constructed 
by human beings and are highly contextual and communal.14 First, 
truths are contextual because, rather than being ahistorical, they 
reflect the particular situations in which people find themselves. 
Language alone makes truths contextual, for language is a human 
construction that can never perfectly reflect the concepts that it 
describes.15 Second, truths are communal because they depend 
on the community that professes them and they are relative to its 
worldview. A truth, for postmoderns, is not for all people and all 
times. It is relative to one’s community, and, since there are many 
contexts and communities in the world, there are many possible 
truths.16 With all this in mind, Pilate’s question could be slightly 
changed to more accurately reflect postmodernism: “What are 
truths? Are ours the same as yours?”17

Deconstructing Deconstruction
Let’s carry our discussion of truth further as we examine another 
important aspect of postmodernism: deconstruction. A term not to 
be confused with destruction nor un-construction, deconstruction 
is a practice and theory that seeks to take apart, or deconstruct, 
a cultural product or discipline in order to examine how it is 
constructed and thus better understand the concepts and ideas that 
constitute it.18 In Brian McLaren’s words, “Deconstruction is not 
destruction, as many erroneously assume, but rather careful and 
loving attention to the construction of ideas, beliefs, systems, values, 
and cultures.”19 It seeks to reveal social constructions for what they 
are: human interpretations of the world. Again, whether or not 
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there are inherent truths in the world, postmodernism affirms that 
we, as finite beings, cannot fully grasp them.

Richard Middleton and Brian Walsh describe deconstruction by 
placing it as a response to the Western “metaphysics of presence,” 
a phrase that speaks of the Western habit of seeing our views of 
the world as accurate descriptions of reality.20 Sometimes our 
conceptualizations actually define what is real. Deconstruction 
tries to demonstrate that “what is claimed to be present [or real] 
is really absent and that the given is itself a construction of human 
discourse.”21 By deconstructing a given “reality,” we can see that 
what we label as real and true are simply our understandings of 
what is real and true, our constructed interpretations of reality.

Language, the primary medium through which we construct and 
interpret reality, is at the heart of deconstruction.22 “Language 
is the necessary filter through which the world comes to us.”23 
Although we interpret the world through language, most of us use 
language without seeing it as a tool, as a means of interpretation.24 
Deconstruction helps us take apart our linguistically-constructed 
understandings of reality and expose them for what they are: 
interpretations.

Although some people see deconstruction in a negative light, 
Jacques Derrida, who famously wrote, “There is nothing outside the 
text,” claimed that deconstruction, or seeing what is embedded in 
the text, is positive and constructive.25 We deconstruct in order to 
better understand ourselves and others. Deconstruction is positive 
because “all our experience is already an interpretation.”26 We 
cannot do anything without interpreting it; deconstruction helps us 
to recognize this.

Let’s go back to our discussion of truth. Instead of proving that there 
is no truth, deconstruction alters our understanding of what counts 
as truth. “The fact that it is a matter of interpretation does not mean 
that an interpretation cannot be true or a good interpretation.”27 
Human beings can know truth through recognizing that all human 
experience is interpretive, and by deconstructing interpretations 
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universalism (it is true for all times and places), the truth of an 
interpretation rests on the common interpretations and narratives 
of one’s community.

Metanarrative
Human beings are influenced by the stories that we tell ourselves 
and those told about us. For example, many people in the West are 
influenced by the story of consumerism, which says that whoever 
dies with the most toys wins. Such narratives provide frameworks 
for human living:

In order to understand our world, to make sense of our 
lives, and to make our most important decisions about 
how we ought to be living, we depend on some story. . . . 
Individual experiences make sense and acquire meaning 
only when seen within the context or frame of some story 
we believe to be the true story of the world.28

Metanarratives are the large stories that “claim to be able to legiti-
mate or prove the story’s claim by an appeal to universal reason.”29 
Modernism was greatly concerned with metanarratives, holding 
that these overarching stories are true because any rational person 
can see that they are so.

The postmodern philosopher Jean-François Lyotard wrote that 
postmodernism is “incredulity toward metanarratives,”30 or disbelief 
of the big stories proven true by reason. Since postmoderns hold 
that truth is relative to one’s community and all human knowledge 
is interpretation, they hold that modern metanarratives are false. 
Reason alone, they suggest, cannot prove a story’s universal 
truth. What is more, this whole understanding of metanarratives 
is itself a metanarrative: only those who are part of the narrative 
that believes reason alone defines (objective) truth can affirm that 
metanarratives are true because reason proves they are true.31 Thus, 
the entire understanding of metanarratives betrays itself because it 
too is simply a narrative.
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While postmodernism challenges metanarratives for their appeal to 
reason, it recognizes that all knowledge is grounded in narrative.32 
But who is to know which narrative is the right one, if there is such 
a right narrative? This is what Lyotard has called “the problem 
of legitimation.”33 Since no one possesses a God’s-eye view of the 
world, we can never know which, if any, narrative is the truest.

But this does not mean that there are no true narratives. Post-
modernism, if you will remember, says that truth is relative to one’s 
community; a narrative is true in relation to the community that 
holds it. This is often a difficult concept for people to reconcile. 
One may ask: Does this mean that the narrative of the Nazi party is 
just as valid as that of the Christian church? Speaking very broadly, 
yes, because postmodernism holds that no human community can 
definitely claim to know an ultimate narrative of the world. Yet 
both are equally invalid if they claim to be The Metanarrative of the 
world (as did Hitler and as do many Christian groups). This is where 
deconstruction comes into play: by deconstructing narratives, we 
can better understand how the narratives that communities tell 
themselves are not true for all people and at all times.

Faith Formation in the Postmodern Matrix
So what does all of this have to do with faith formation? After all, 
this is a book about faith formation—not postmodernism. I believe 
that this new, postmodern world in which we find ourselves has 
implications for how Christians are formed in faith. For too long, 
Christians have been steeped in modernist understandings of the 
world; it is time that we continue to move forward and explore new 
ways of engaging in faith formation in the postmodern matrix. While 
some people see postmodernism as antithetical to the (modernist) 
church, I, along with others, believe that postmodernism can be a 
catalyst for the church to recover its authentic mission—to be the 
people of God.34 In what follows, I offer eight ways for the church 
to engage in authentic faith formation in the postmodern world. 
While this list is not exhaustive, it is a good place to start thinking 
about what implications postmodernism has for the global and 
local faith community.



Sha
ped

 by G
od

160 Faith formation in the postmodern matrix is communal. Post-
modernism challenges individualism by recognizing that people 
exist in communities. Thus, faith formation in the postmodern era 
is highly communal and recognizes the faith community’s shaping 
influence on its members. Formation is no longer about forming an 
individual person, but forming a member of a community that will, 
in turn, influence the wider world. In the postmodern world, all 
people have the power to form one another’s faith.

In an essay cowritten with Dan Jennings, Brian McLaren, and 
Karen Marie Yust, we argued that faith communities ought to be the 
primary community of influence on its members.35 Postmodernism 
recognizes that people exist in multiple communities that compete 
with one another for primary influence. Since one’s faith can be 
formed by anyone (often we aren’t aware that this is happening), 
Christian faith communities ought to see that they should not be 
simply one of a multitude of voices; they need to be the primary 
voice and the most significant influence on the faith formation of 
its members.

Faith formation in the postmodern matrix affirms and encourages 
diversity. Postmodernism “embraces more than just tolerance for 
other practices and viewpoints: it affirms and celebrates diversity.”36 
Thus, faith formation amidst postmodernism affirms and celebrates 
diversity; as Morgan Freeman’s character in the film Robin Hood says, 
“[God] loves wondrous variety.”37 Postmodernism affirms that there 
are many ways of being Christian and being formed in the faith.

The Christian faith community is a glocalized com munity—that is, it 
is global and local. Glocalization affirms that globalization includes 
“worldwide processes adapted to local circumstances.”38 The 
worldwide phenomenon that sweeps across the Christian church 
is the narrative of God—the gospel—manifested in diverse ways 
and through practices across the globe. While formation occurs 
primarily in local faith communities, postmodernism reminds us 
that our community’s ways of being Christian are not the only ways, 
for there is no one best way. Rather than treating faith formation 
as though it were a massive baking project producing millions of 
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“cookie-cutter” Christians, postmodernism reminds us that faith 
formation need not be uniform; after all, we have much to learn 
from one another.

Faith formation in the postmodern matrix raises questions about 
how different realities coexist. This diversity raises a question that is 
central to faith formation in a postmodern world: How can several 
diverse realities peacefully coexist?39 This is a question many people 
have wrestled with. It has been asked at the micro level (for example, 
at Immanuel Mennonite Church, a multiethnic congregation in 
Virginia) and at the macro level (for example, in Canada, one of the 
world’s most multicultural nations). Faith formation involves the 
quest to find constructive answers to this question.

Without assuming to have the solution, let me offer two tips that 
can aid Christians in finding an answer. First, we should move from 
tolerance to the celebration of diversity. Second, we can engage 
in honest and open dialogue with people from different cultures. 
My friend Jerry and I regularly engage in such conversation. I am 
a Caucasian from Ontario and Jerry is an African American from 
North Carolina, and we continually seek to understand one another. 
Along the way we make mistakes and say the wrong things—but 
this is where the remarkable power of forgiveness is manifested.

Faith formation in the postmodern matrix focuses on faith. The apostle 
Paul wrote: “We walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7, NRSV). This 
has significant meaning for faith formation in a postmodern world, 
for it challenges the inevitability of progress through human reason 
and truth based on reason. Thus, progress in faith ought to be about 
faith instead of reason. While faith is not unreasonable, faith does 
not depend on reason. Postmodernism affirms that we cannot fully 
understand God and that belief is an act of faith, not reason. What it 
means to know God changes from knowing about God to knowing 
God as we know a friend. We don’t know all about our friends, but we 
still know them in intimate ways. Although knowledge about God 
can help us to know God, faith formation in a postmodern world 
reinforces the importance of faith practices as well. Such formation 
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and contemplative prayer—as ways to better know God.40

Faith formation in the postmodern matrix is about the active production 
of meaning. The contemporary, capitalistic world sees people as 
consumers. We consume food, products, and entertainment. Many 
contemporary (modernist) churches see congregants as consumers 
as they invite them to sit in theater seating and ingest Christian 
music, drama, and preaching. Such settings teach people to consume 
Christianity.

Postmodernism affirms that human beings are not simply con-
sumers; we are also producers. And one thing that we produce 
is meaning. Faith formation, which values knowing God over 
knowing about God, does not involve what Paolo Freire calls the 
banking model of education, “an act of depositing, in which . . . the 
teacher issues communiqués and makes deposits which the students 
patiently receive, memorize, and repeat.”41 Rather, postmodern 
faith formation encourages people to actively make meaning for 
themselves. One of the primary tools for such meaning-making 
is the Bible, which is a collage of different interpretations of God’s 
interactions with humanity. Furthermore, this formation celebrates 
a questioning faith that acknowledges that all people doubt, that no 
one has the right answers, and that we can learn from one another.

Faith formation in the postmodern matrix is hopeful. Postmodernism 
can be pessimistic.42 It challenges the assumption that knowledge 
is good, rejects the inevitability of human progress, and exposes 
oppression and violence through deconstruction.

The gospel, on the other hand, is inherently hopeful. It speaks of 
justice, peace, and love. It offers reconciliation, forgiveness, and 
hope that God has not abandoned us. It reminds us, “If God is for 
us, who is against us?” (Rom. 8:31, NRSV). Amidst the distressing 
pessimism of the postmodern world, Christian faith formation 
offers hope to all people: oppressed and oppressors, poor and rich, 
weak and strong. Faith formation into an authentic Christianity 
reminds us that we are not alone. God, who has graciously forgiven 
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and liberated us, offers us hope that this is not the final chapter—
God has and will continue to redeem the world. This hope must be 
central to faith formation in the postmodern matrix.

Faith formation in the postmodern matrix holds fast to the narrative 
of God. The postmodern world recognizes that human beings live 
by narratives that are held and professed by their communities. 
Thus, as I have alluded throughout this chapter, faith formation in 
a postmodern world should be grounded on the narrative that the 
Christian community professes as their true narrative: the story of 
God. Yet while we believe that this story is true, we must admit that 
our interpretations and articulations of it are not a complete and 
inerrant representation of it, for “now we see in a mirror, dimly, but 
them we will see face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12, NRSV).

Furthermore, if we really hold this story as true, then we should live 
it out in our daily lives, for we are a part of it. The narrative of God 
did not just happen a long time ago in a place far, far away. It began 
before the creation of the world and is continuing today. It is, as 
Brian McLaren says, “The story we find ourselves in.”43 Each of us is 
part of this narrative, so we should live as though this is true. Faith 
formation can help people to live into the narrative of God, to help 
that story become their story. In the words of Walter Brueggemann, 
“Our hope is that [people] will grow to affirm that this is my story 
about me, and it is our story about us.”44

Our affirmation of the truth of the narrative of God for the Christian 
community makes sense in a postmodern world. Yet in a paradoxical 
way, it also challenges the postmodern view that anything goes when 
it comes to narratives, that any narrative can be relatively true. The 
story of God—as a story of love, justice, and peace—involves an 
ethical imperative that challenges stories of violence, oppression, 
and hatred.

Faith formation in a postmodern world, then, is not about cognitive 
knowledge, proving others wrong and ourselves right, or growing 
churches. It is about living into the story of God. When we find 
ourselves a part of this narrative that we hold to be true, our actions 
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“I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the 
prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’”45 
Christians know what to do when we see ourselves as part of God’s 
story. And when we live into this story through acts of love, justice, 
and peace, we become a city on a hill that graciously welcomes 
others to become a part of this story, to make it their story, and to 
help us write the story together. When we do all of this, we can have 
faith that moves mountains, faith that can change the world. But we 
mustn’t forget to always rely on a healthy dose of grace.

Ending with a Starting Point
Let me end this chapter with a word about where we ought to begin 
faith formation. One of the problems with the modern church, I 
believe, is that it does not see how much of the Christian faith has 
been compromised to fit into a modern worldview. I hope that we 
in the postmodern world do not make the same mistake. As we 
think about the current and future shapes of faith formation, we 
ought to keep in mind that modernism is not the starting point, 
nor is postmodernism. Christ alone is our starting point, the solid 
rock on which our faith is grounded. Faith formation amidst a 
postmodern world is not about forming good modernists or about 
forming good postmodernists. It is, and always has been, about 
forming good Christians—followers of the risen Christ who hold 
the story of God as true for their communities. Let us always seek 
to form good story-tellers, story-keepers, and story-livers.


