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Abstract
Rob Bell, author of the bodkelvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faiik one of the
lead voices in the new emergent conversation. In his book, Bell’s ideas suggest a
postmodern worldview for the modern day American church. Through this
presupposition, Bell aligns himself with many of the liberal writers of &nky @ineteen
hundreds, such as Walter Rauschenbusch of the Social Gospel movement. This
arrangement has led to Bell’'s reworking of many core orthodox positions, but in
particular, the doctrine of eschatology. He asserts a form of realizedadsgiasimilar
to Rauschenbusch, which misrepresents the gospel, while elevating the yaofiroan’s

reasoning at the expense of that of Scripture.
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Rauschenbusch’s Regurgitations: Rob Bell’s Promotion of a Realized Eschatudbogy a

His Alignment with Walter Rauschenbusch and the Social Gospel Movement

“As you know, the important thing is to understand what you're doing rather than
to get the right answer”sang Tom Lehrer, in his satirical song, “New Math,” in which
he criticizes new approaches that were being introduced to mathematiasaduc
While his song served as a light-hearted criticism, it also applied to thequiestnst
movement, as the journey toward truth is idolized over the actual truth. Postmodernism
has gone so far as to assert that propositional truth is unknowable. Reachingdisstenta
into philosophy, music, art, and literature, it was simply a matter of time before
postmodernism would emerge within Christianity, having a voluble spokesman.

And emerged it has, in the form of a trendy, rock-star pastor oozing charisma that
could challenge that of the King himself. However, unlike Elvis Presley, Ribloldsz=s
not use his rock star persona to revolutionize the music landscape of American culture.
Instead, Bell is “repainting” the ecumenical landscape and the wayé&Anhterican
Christian lives. Labeled by th@hicago Sun Timess the “next Billy Grahanm?"Rob Bell
uses his platform as a prolific writer and an excellent communicator to gfepp-and-
coming Christian generation.

Yet, underneath his rock-star hype lies a theology born of postmodernism. This
theology emphasizes a re-evaluation of the orthodox Christian faith and all of the

doctrine that it instills. In rejection of absolute truths, Bell's postmodern jguhmeugh

1. Tom Lehrer, “Tom Lehrer- New Math Lyrics,” STrigs,
http://www.stlyrics.com/songs/t/tomlehrer3903/newimi®85502.htm(accessed February 6, 2010).

2. Debra Bendis, “Bell's AppealChristian Centuryl1 26, no. 6 (March 24, 2009): page 22-25.
Academic Search CompleteBSChost (accessed February 6, 2010).
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the Christian faith gives priority to human reasoning, while diminishing the aytbbrit
scripture. Without the Scriptures as an objective marker of truth, Bell uses any
combination of philosophies, sciences, histories and sociologies to build a theology that i
loosely formed around the orthodox Christian faith. Particularly, his re-eewdt
heaven and hell contends that both are present realities achievable here Gimisarth.
conclusion aligns Bell with many of the radical liberals of the earlytiet#h century
Walter Rauschenbusch in particular. Bell mirrors the writings of WRiaeIschenbusch,
who also advocated an eschatology that associated the Kingdom of God with a present
reality. But Bell takes this a step further by contending that hell, in additiorat@heis
present here and now. He advocates a theology that associates man’stibresctath
the coming or going of the Kingdom of God. In doing so, Bell replicates the core
weaknesses of Rauschenbusch’s arguments, including the importation of Darwinia
evolution into theology.
I ntroduction

Rob Holmes Bell, Jr. began his academic studies at Wheaton College, where he
received a degree in psychology before taking his Masters of Divinity froler Ful
Theological Seminary. He is the author of multiple bodebvet Elvis: Repainting the
Christian Faith, Jesus Wants to Save Christians, Sex God, Drop LikeaSthtise
NOOMA videos, which “may make him [be] to YouTube what Graham was to the
arena.® Bell's vast influence is demonstrated by his books, which have sold many tens of

thousands of copies and his NOOMA videos that have sold 1.8 million édpédsre

3. David Van Biema, “The Hipper-Than-Thou Pastaithe December 06, 2007,
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,917192651,00.htm{accessed February 6, 2010).

4. Ibid.
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his wide success as an author, he started out as an apprentice past@ratClaikch in
Grand Rapids, Michigan, under Ed Dobson. It was from this platform that Bell set out on
a church plant that became later known as Mars Hill Bible Church.

Mars Hill Bible Church began as an experiment in church style to attradea w
range of non-traditional, audience members, and it now averages 11,000 iiregly.
church sought to become a more organic, relevant and practical version of chutgh life.
an interview on his church’s structure, Bell states, “we’re rediscovehnigt@nity as an
eastern religion, as a way of liféfh keeping with the sentiments of his boblk|vet
Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faitlthe church attempts to interpret the Christian faith
in a way that is current with our culture. According to the 2086rch Growth Today
Mars Hill Bible church is the seventeenth most influential church in America, as
compared to Thomas Road Baptist Church, which is twenty-seleifitis move to a
relevant church has caused many of Bell's contemporaries to label hireaaBraglfigure
in the “emergent church,” a designation that he denies on the basis of not accepting
labels.

The Emergent Church and Its Implications

Emergent or not, it is clear from his wide ranging audience that BeHBisrtions
in theology and Christian living are not to be regarded as a voice in the desead,Inste
his voice is becoming well known among evangelical Christians, while he betuenes

“central figure...for the way that evangelicals are likely to do church inekietwenty

5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
7. Kent Schaeffer, “The Church Report’s 50 Moglukential Churches for 2006,” Church

Relevance, entry posted July 11, 200p://churchrelevance.com/the-church-reports-5@tarafluential-
churches-for-2006(accessed February 8, 2010).
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years.® Rather than crying out from the desert, his voice seems to be cryintydiem
“the heart of white, suburban evangelical Christiaritg&ll's call for arepaintingof
Christian living and faith appeals to a bedraggled generation, which is shaken int
cynicism based upon the perceived marriage of faith and politics. He appealsrtg “y
adults...who are tired of politics being the center of faftahd are left behind trying to
remove the shrapnel of the Religious Right and the Moral Majority.

Alternatively Bell is just one of many new voices who are seeking a form o
Christianity that attempts to undo the marriage of faith and politics. Thegente
Church is trying to recover the Christian community presented in the NewrnEggta
Church, while engaging the culture and avoiding the consumerism found in the
evangelical churcl! Therefore, Bell has gathered a large audience of Christians who
were raised in Christian homes and attended evangelical s¢hétisfollowing is not
simply a disgruntled minority of the evangelical movement, but a growing number of
young Christians who envision the same repainting of the Christian faithmbisment
has “book sales [that] tower over their secular progressive counterpart@aoAm

rankings; whose sermon podcasts reach thousands of listeners each week; and whose

8. John Leland, “Center Stage for a Pastor Whr&bck That Usually Rolls,New York Times
July 8, 2006http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/08/us/08minister.h{accessed February 6, 2010).

9. Zack Exley, “Preaching Revolution: A New Evalicgd Movement offers lessons for the left,”
In These TimedMarch 14, 2007 http://www.inthesetimes.com/article/3061/preachieyolution/
(accessed February 6, 2010).

10. D., B, “Gen-Next preacher: Chatting with Ro#lIB Christian Centuryl26, no. 6 (March 24,
2009): 23-24Academic Search CompleteBSChost(accessed February 6, 2010).

11. R. Albert MohlerThe Disappearance of God: Dangerous Beliefs inNbe Spiritual
Opennesg¢Colorado Springs: Multnomah Books, 2009), 78.

12. BendisBell's Appeal, 22-25.
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messages, in one form or another, reach millions of churchgGatether via book
sales, sermon podcasts, or videos, this new movement in Christianity is an amorphous
one that is hard to track and to identify. Nonetheless, George Barna, known forgstudyin
trends within Christianity, has labeled this movement as “The Revolution” and has
counted more than 20 million “Revolutionaries” in Amertéa.

While it is a challenge to directly identify this movement, the charasts that
are shared amongst these revolutionaries are easily recognized. Véeynhacreased
concern with the social injustices in society, a postmodern philosophy, and a growing
concern for helping the needy of society. Heather Zydek, edit®di@vanimagazine,
has characterized “the movement this way: ‘We want to get back to the roots of
Christianity, which is about service to those in need, sacrifice, denial of sethfas....
But for too long we’ve spread a gospel of suburbanism, of self-centeredness, of
capitalism, of political conservatism.. > This campaign is not noted for its organization
structures. Instead it is characterized by its spontaneity and nondesanptwisth an
emphasis on social justice. Not limited to a small minority of followerseatlf Bhis
movement has gained other popular voices, such as Tony Campolo, a professor of
sociology at Eastern University; Brian McLaren, an unofficial head oéniergent
church; and Shane Claiborne, whose popular bo@sijstible Revolutionhas made him
the unofficial head of the Neo-monastic movement. Among this increasing namber

revolutionaries “Bell and Claiborne are [simply] two of the better-known young voices

13. Exley,Preaching Revolution.
14. Ibid.

15. Ibid.
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of a broad, explicitly nonviolent, anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist theotbgyis
surging at the heart of white, suburban, evangelical Christidfiityith the emergence
of this movement, Bell's book/elvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Fajtbrovides a
welcome base of theology behind theseolutionaryvoices.
Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian Faith

Quickly becoming a college campus Melvet Elvis Repainting the Christian
Faith, has not come onto the scene without some harsh criticisms. The leading objection
to Bell's book has to do with a denial of absolute truth, as he tries to affirm a postmodern
worldview within Christianity. It begins with the first chapter, which is dagegon a
painting of Elvis that Bell finds inside his house. He notes how this painting of &lvis i
simply the artist's idea and conception of what he thought Elvis looked like. Thegygna
is applied to Christianity as Bell assigns Christians the same taskartishel hrough
reinterpretation of the Scriptures, Christians identify with the anis¢paintingthe life
of Christ within today’s cultural context. The author is not calling for an etrafuand
change of the current ecclesiastical tools and methods, but something far more
fundamental, an evaluation of “beliefs about God, Jesus, the Bible, salvation, [and] the
future.™” Christian faith is said to have previously “provided [a] meaning...but it is
[now] no longer relevant. It doesn't fit. It's outdated. It doesn’t have amytio say to

the world [we] live in everyday*® After this opening thesi/elvet Elvis: Repainting the

16. Ibid.
17. Rob Bell\Velvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian FaitBrand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 12.

18. Ibid., 13.
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Christian Faithtakes us on a postmodern journey as Bell gives his interpretation of
Christianity.

In his version of Christianity, Bell redefines the traditional view of heawneh
hell; heaven and hell have an embodiment on the earth. In an interview with the
Wittenburg Door he claims that “[h]eaven and [h]ell are present realities extending into
the future.*® Heaven or hell comes to earth based upon the underlying spiritual condition
of the individual. Consequently, heaven or hell becomes a state determined by one’s
closeness to God. Elucidating this view, Bell concludes that when life is “in hgrmon
with God’s intentions for us, the life of heaven is more and more present in our lives.
Heaven comes to earth?” This idea is strongly reminiscent of Walter Rauschenbusch
and the Social Gospel movement in which, the Kingdom of God was presented as an
ethical kingdom that could be accomplished here on éaRauschenbusch claimed the
primary characteristic of Christianity is to transform “...life on leamto the harmony of
heaven.?? Consequently, Bell's alteration in the traditional doctrine of heaven and hell
amounts to little more than a return to Rauschenbusch’s realized eschatibiog

postmodern spin.

19. Flip Blaney, “Rob Bell on Sex, God, and Sex §bdhe Wittenburg DogMNovember 14,
2007, http://www.wittenburgdoor.com/interview/rob-b¢ficcessed February 6, 2010).

20. Bell, Velvet Elvis ]148.

21. Colleen McDannell and Bernhard Lakigaven(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001),
332.

22. Walter RauschenbuscBhristianity and the Social Crisis in the 2Century(New York:
HarperOne, 2007), 65.
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Postmodernism and ItsImplications

By his espousal of a postmodern worldview, Bell aligns himself with the
American liberals of the early nineteen hundreds. This alignment begins wiaims
about the nature of truth Welvet Elvis He presents a formless view of truth, defining it
as completely unknowable and mysterious. Developing this perspective, Bell quates Sea
Penn, who states “[w]hen everything gets answered, it's fake. The gnigstee truth.®®
The aforementioned esoteric nature of truth is asserted throughout the teacBielys of
and becomes the basis for his interpretation of Scripture. He rejects thierieadi
attempt to define doctrine on the ground that truth is an unknowable thing. Instead
doctrine becomes a work in progress constantly revealing itself in new Tveysfore, it
becomes impossible to maintain any faith in doctrine because of the inabilifynt® de
truth about God or Scriptures. As Bell puts it, Christian faith “is not so much tHat... [i
hasa lot of paradoxes. It's thatig a lot of paradoxes. And we cannot resolve a paradox.
We have to let it be what it i$"Themysterious nature of truthhen, is a commodity to
be embraced and simply becomes a part of Christianity.

Having developed this notion of truth as something unknowable and indefinable,
Bell identifies how it is to be applied to the Bible. He compares the fundamegstalis
conception of doctrine to bricks in a wall. Each doctrine becomes a brick thatliandi
inflexible. Bell points out that inflexibility is one of the weaknesses ofwtiai§ stating

that as “you begin to rethink or discuss even one brick, the whole thing is in

23. Bell,Velvet Elvis 33.

24. Bell, Velvet Elvis34.
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danger....[R]lemove one, and the whole wall wobbfesi& claims that the weakness of

this approach then, is its inability to add new discoveries tbribksit is built upon. In
creating this analogy, Bell points out an underlying flaw of the evangehcath.

Plagued by the rationalist movements of the past decades, the modern day@tangeli
church has the tendency to turn theology into an empirical method. Correspondingly, God
is placed into a “box” that is itself incased in a wall of data and reason.

Bell's answer to this problem goes to the other extreme, in which true dostrine i
unknowable, impermanent and therefore unattainable. To justify his approach, Bell
returns to his brick analogy. He creates a hypothetical situation in which onebotkse
of Christian doctrine comes under scrutiny:

What if tomorrow someone digs up definitive proof that Jesus had a real, earthly

biological father named Larry, and archaeologists find Larry’s tomb andNdo D

samples and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the virgin birth was really just

a bit of mythologizing the Gospel writers threw in to appeal to the followetseof

Mithra and Dionysian religious cults that were hugely popular at the tinesos,]

whose gods had virgin birti&?

Bell does not state that this scenario is by any means pkxusdlertheless, from it he
surmises the irrelevancy of traditional doctrine to Christiaih f&le asserts that were the
aforementioned situation to occur, it should not affect nor changlimdual’s belief in
the Christian faith. Instead of being like “bricks,” he comparesltiyy and doctrine to
“springs” on a trampoline that have room to stretch, grow and move. 8trekehing or
moving, the springs on a trampoline still hold their shape and allomdandual tojump

or grow closer to God. If this speculative situation were to obtain, dhe'brick layer”

view, the believer would find his wall crumbling down and he would be un@able

25. Bell,Velvet Elvis 26.

26. Ibid.
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continue following Christ. Bell contends that the “brick layerstifavas not very strong
if it crumbled under the scrutiny of one brick. In essence, he pteguthat doctrine
should be more like trampoline springs: malleable and indefinite.

This portrayal of theology, as either “Brickianity’or a “trampoline,* becomes
the basis for Bell to advocate the mysterious nature of truthadderts that a part of
“brickianity” is believing and understanding all of the axioms and prtipasibefore an
individual belief can be accepted. In lieu of “brickianity”, th@mpoline view of
theology promotes the inability of the individual to know every detail. By and of, itself
individual can jump on flexible, indefinite premises and still know Gbd;individual
embraces the mysterious nature of truth. The ultimate goal, theat te ground one’s
faith on solid points, doctrines, or “bricks,” but to embrace mystery.

At the heart of this analysis is a denial of the importance of the infallibili
Scriptures. IfLarry was proven to be Jesus’ father beyond a shadow of a doubt, it would
make the Scriptures untrustworthy. One aspect of theology having beeedalsdi
whole faith would fall apart, thereby revealing that it was not that stroret. this
analysis does not question some minute, obscure doctrine, but a major teaching of
Scripture. In his criticism of Rob Bell, Mark Driscoll references J. klaesMachen who

states, “[l]f the Bible is regarded as being wrong in what it says atebirth of Christ,

27. Bell,Velvet Elvis, 28.
28. Ibid.

29. Ibid., 27.
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then obviously the authority of the Bible in any high sense, is gin€lte problem with
accepting thé&.arry hypothesis is that it requires acceptance of the fallibility of smept

Instead of accepting these adverse consequences for faith whgledlsrick” or
doctrine comes under attack, Bell would have us change the integoretbvirgin. That
is, in the aforementioned circumstance, “being ‘born of a vi@so referred to a child
whose mother became pregnant the first time she had interctr&@blical
interpretation is then viewed through the prism of modern day philospEuesces,
sociology, etc. On the one hand, Jesus might, in fact, have been bornghaiwvithe
modern day sense, and Bell would accept this outcome. But should scieneetips
wrong, it is acceptable to change the way the Bible is irgt¥gr Francis Schaeffer
warns against this line of thinking, stating that “the Bible &deto say only that which
echoes the surrounding culture at our moment of histéryhis then makes human
reason and science the conclusive interpreters of scripture.

Truth, by its very nature is consistent. “[N]ew truth is stageeryday...that in no
sense negates or changes old tréthiTtuth stands regardless of what new things are
discovered. If it was sixty-two degrees on a Saturday that does gatentnat it was
fifty-three degrees on Friday. If new truths could prove thatralths were not true, then

the oldtruths were not true in the first place. If the Scriptures arey titud Word of God,

30. Mark Driscoll, “Navigating the Emergent Chutdlghway,” Christian Research Journeéi,
no. 4 (2008):http://www.equip.org/articles/navigating-the-emeugichurch-highwayaccessed February
6, 2010).

31. Bell,Velvet Elvis 26.

32. Francis SchaeffeFhe Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer: A @hansview of the Bible
as Truth vol. 2 (Westchester: Crossway Books, 1982), 147.

33. David Dewitt, “Velvet Elvis Review,” Relation&loncept,
http://www.relationalconcepts.org/long%20topicsixaloe20EIvis%20Review.pdficcessed February 6,
2010).
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then they will stand regardless of what new human discoveries ate. mherefore, if

one affirms the Bible as truth, then any modern day discoverié¢sowlitl upon the

Scriptures instead of negating or changing them. When these digssovecome the lens
through which the Scriptures are viewed, instead of the other wayndrthis leads to
the Bible getting “bent to the culture instead of the Bible judging society and

culture.”?*

If such malleability is ascribed to truth and the Scriptures, tihe Bible begins to
lose its place as the Word of God. If new truths can negaterudlts,t such as Bell
proposes, the Bible ceases to be an objective marker oftrBtitting one’s faith in a
book with no claim to truth becomes unjustifiable. Taking Bell's hypahasstep
further, suppose evidence is found to disprove the resurrection. Then, drma&=ll's
conception it would be acceptable to discard the resurrection. Bbg Bible has no
claim to truth, then Christianity as a faith has no more purpogeuth to it than any
other religion. Instead of rejecting this changing ideawht Bell endorses it. He whole-
heartedly embraces unknowability and mystery and contends that dutthef every
Christian® Bell's position on truth determines his position on Scripture, whiclayeis

“ human product,'....rather than the product of divine fiat'.... [T]he Biblstik in the

center...but it's a different kind of center. We want to embracetemysather than

34. SchaefferThe Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer, 147.
35. Dewitt,Velvet Elvis Review.

36. Bell,Velvet Elvis34.
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conquer it.*” But by seizing upon mystery, Bell also has accommodated a dubious
version of truth and a faith based on a questionable philosophy.

While he still maintains the importance of the Scripture, thieeearlier American
liberals, Bell believes that human reason is on par with Scriptilverals advocated a
“rejection of religious beliefs based on authority aloffélernatively, they worked to
combine human reason and experiences with theology and “desire[db raligious
ideas to modern cultures and modes of thinkiifigri much the same way, Bell does the
identical thing: he takes the deliverances of reason as a mdodate postmodern
repainting of Christianity with its attendant reinterpretation of Scripture

Reinterpretation is the premise that echoes throughout Bell’s boolCHitigian

faith must baepaintedfor every generation. To solidify this conviction, Bell turns to the
rabbis before Jesus. He points out the communal aspect of rabbinicatggon as the
rabbis would debate the meaning and way to live out the Scriptunes.idea of
communal interpretation is read into the church today and the Neanl&s writings.
At first glance this seems to be a strong and logreadius operandias it is important to
be able to apply the Bible to our situation. But Bell takes tlsiteja further by claiming
this act of interpretation and decision-making becomes determiradtimat is and is
not Scripture.

This becomes one of the troublesospeingson Bell’'s trampoline, inasmuch as

the “repainting” of Scripture takes it well beyond the bibligaftrait. His insistence that

37. Jeff Robinson, “Engaged by the Culture: Michigdegachurch Goes Egalitarian,” The
Resurgence, entry posted, 20b#p://theresurgence.com/jeff robinson_2004 engaogdhe culture
(accessed February 6, 2010).

38. Walter Elwell, ed.Evangelical Dictionary of Theolognd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2001), s.v. “Theological Liberalism.”

39. Ibid.
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human decision-making and reason are authoritative becomes the grouhdtlosola
scipturais questioned. He states,

This is part of the problem with continually insisting that one ofaiholutes of

the Christian faith must be a belief that “Scripture alonebus guide....The

problem is that we got the Bible from the church voting on what iible Bven is.

So when | affirm the Bible as God’s Word, in the same brela#vé to affirm that

when those people voted, God was somehow present, guiding them to do what

they did. When people say that all we need is the Bible, it is simply ndftrue.
In this excerpt, Bell becomes yet another artist painting on the libegialgas. His
emphasis on the decision-making process of those involved with the canon is the same
tactic used by earlier American liberals. The liberals denied théililfgt of the
Scripture on the premise that human reason should determine what scripture is.and says
Therefore, they created a view of canonicity in which “the Bible is th& afowriters
who were limited by their times, [and as such] it is neither supernatural nafialiblie
record of divine revelation and thus does not possess absolute auftfdiil.echoes
this basic premise, not by directly denysaa scripturabut overemphasizing the
creative role of interpretation.

In pressing for such communal interpretation, Bell adduces fAtdsn and the
decision of the Jerusalem courféilHe emphasizes verse twenty-eight which states “[i]t
seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anythyogdéhe
following requirements” (NIV). The fact that the wosgemeds used becomes Bell's

rallying call for a repainting of Christian faith. He ineets the wordseemedas a

decision by the apostles to not lay down a firm foundational trutteddshe claims that

40. Bell, Velvet Elvis68-69.
41. Elwell, American Liberalism

42. Bell,Velvet Elvis57-58.
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this word indicates a divine, creative journey that the apostlesng@ging in. He argues
that the language of this chapter has an “inherent assumption tharéheg a journey.
There is more ahead....They aren’t done paintfign’a single stroke, Bell uses the Acts
15:28 passage as the proof text for the need of Christians to engaygereative
relational journey. As the apostles were in the process of dgduiw the Gentiles
should be accepted into the Christian faith, they never left @amwy for a permanent
foundational truth. Instead, with theaseems*“they leave room to admit that they may not
have nailed it perfectly the first timé*Bell claims that the divine revelation set forth in
the Bible was not complete, but was the beginning of a journey. diffgtlBes have no
true authority. Instead they are simply the ramblings of mengt to understand how to
live out the Christian life. This conclusion becomes the basis, froichvBell concludes
that all of Christianity is an interpretative journey of mankind.

Bell's elevation of human reason leads to the Scripture beingpiated in a
novel manner. He does not advocate analysis of the minute dethibsaifttial text to see
what it means, but rather a sweeping overhaul of all the cotarazscof Christianity. In
particular, the doctrine of eschatology is changed based upon newretdéons of
scripture. Rauschenbusch viewed eschatological subjects in the tBibligh a social
justice lens. This in turn led to his negative view of propheticlagea. Similarly, Bell
reinterprets Jesus’ use of the wd&khenna which results in an overall change in
eschatology.

Rauschenbusch imported the tenets of social justice into the confines of scripture

resulting in his non-literal approach to the Bible. He viewed the book of Revelation in a

43. Bell,Velvet Elvis58.

44. 1bid.
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negative manner, concluding that it was a product of the Jewish Christian Church,
therefore not truly worthy of canonicity.Emphasizing this point, he states “[James and
Revelation] were saved from the deluge of oblivion because they were admittdgkinto t
ark of the Canon; and they were thus admitted only because they bore the names of
apostles, and then only reluctant!.The absence of a positive view of Revelation
changed the way that he interpreted end-time prophecy; Rauschenbusch believed
Revelation was an allegory of human oppression in society.

In doing so, he identified two types of eschatology in the Bible: a Jewish
eschatology and a Church eschatology. He stated that the “demonology and satanology
[which] pervaded Jewish eschatology after the exile, were as we have pointedpaut
of a religious expression of social and political hatred and de$paili.the Jewish
writings regarding eschatology had to do with seeking out freedom from theicadoliti
oppressors. On the other hand, the church eschatology was created amid the political
backdrop of the Roman Empire. Rauschenbusch believed that the eschatology of the
church was in response to the strength and vastness of the Roman Empire and its
oppression of Christians. Such oppression created a deep-seated root of hopeledsness
despair in the Church, in which “the escape into immortality was the only wesetioin
left to all.”*® By such historical contextualization, Rauschenbusch rejected the validity of

the Bible’s eschatology for today. He stated that the “church under peosgoutpt and

45. RauschenbuscBhristianity and the Social Crisi®8.

46. bid.

47. Walter Rauschenbusah,Theology for the Social Gospel (New York: The riifian
Company, 1922) 247.
.http://books.google.com/books?id=yASIJIAAAAMAAJ&priaic=frontcoer&dq=A+Theology+for+the+So
cial+Gospel#v=onepage&q=false(accessiedember 19,2009)

48. Rauschenbusch, Theology for the Social Gosp2lL3
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prayed our eschatology into existené&But now this is not current with the modern day

culture and is not applicable. Rauschenbusch then asks the questiopririnitiee

church had the ability to shape their doctrine, does not the “social consciousriessges

age, speaking through the social gospel, also have a right to be heard in the shaping of

eschatology?’ He concludes that because historical, biblical eschatology was created by

social causes, modern theology should be created in the same way. He creates a new

version of the Kingdom of God that was revealing itself in his own day, as Christians

worked to eliminate social injustices.
Bell's reinterpretation of Scripture likewise leads to his divergerme the

orthodox doctrine of heaven and hell. But instead of importing social justice into the

Kingdom of God, he partially misinterprets the Greek weathennao arrive at his

conclusion. He states,
The wordhell is found fourteen times in the Bible, twelve of those occurrences
being found in the teachings of Jesus. The vin@itlin English is the word
Gehennan Greek. Gehenna is a reference to the Valley of Hinnom, a ravine on
the south side of the city of Jerusalem. This valley was the site over teeofear
many violent and horrible deaths, and it came to be viewed as cursed. By Jesus’
day it had become the town dump. So when JesuGeennait is loaded with
meaning and visual power- everybody knew what he was talking about. The
translator is faced with a decision about how to translate the word. If he or she
uses the wortell, later readers might miss the fact that Jesus is talking about a
present reality. If the worgehennas used, readers might understand the present
geographical meaning of the word but miss the bigger implicatfons.

In presenting the historical aspect€G#hennaBell has developed a good representation

of the derivation of the wordn 2 Kings 23:10, the Valley of Hinnom was a place where

the Israelites, in their wickedness, sacrificed to the pagan god, Molech.iL béslame a
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dump after Josiah desecrated the pagan altars in the valley in order to remove the
wickedness from the land. Bell presents this historical context behind teg Wéll

Hinnom, but he misses out on the eschatological symbolism that the early century Jew
would have picked up ozehennébecame a cursed place, one upon which God’s wrath
was poured out. By using the wdaBhennaJesus was not only bringing to mind the
literal Valley of Hinnom, but also the Jewish eschatological connotations.

The Jews of Jesus’ time viewed Gehenna as an analogy for the judgment and the
potential destruction of the wicked individual. The Valley of Hinnom was also known as
Topethlikely because of the Hebrew wofdph,which means drums. When the children
were sacrificed to Moloch, drums were played in order to silence their dyeanss.
Throughout Talmudic literature, evidence is given of a deeper eschasblogianing of
Tophethyiz. that indicated bysehennaThe Gemara uses Isaiah 30:33, to support the
conclusion that Topheth was created in the begintitigvas clear then, that the early
century Jew believe@ehennaxisted before and beyond the history of the Valley of
Hinnom. Rabbi Yisroel Reisman elucidates this point, claiming the dateloenna’s
creation was the second day of creaffbhhusGehennzad an older and deeper
eschatological meaning than simply the “town dump,” as Bell compares it to.

The actual place of judgment that God has prepared for the wicked was not the
geographical Valley of Hinnom, as Bell suggests. Inst@athennavas believed to be

under the earth. In the Talmud, there was four entrance&ettenna, bne in the

52. b. Erub. 19a3.
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desert, one in the sea and one in Jerusatémmjle the fourth one later added was
between two palm trees inside of the Vaflggccording to the “Mishnah (Succah,
29b),”° these palm trees have “smoke rise(ing) from between thefftie four
locations ofGehennaserved, to the Jewish mind, as the entrance to hell; the two palm
trees served as particular symbolic markeiGeébennaTheMarharshaexplains that
palm trees or date trees were sought out for their sweet*Bitfore the advent of
modern day bakeries and ice cream shops, dates were the prime fix for aethedtte
Marharshagoes on to explain that “one date tree represent[ed] the normal enjoyment of
the sweets of this world....[while] two date trees represent overindulgendeistids
overindulgence in the pleasures of this world that lead a person t6*hetie’ Valley of
Hinnom was the closest thing on earth that the Jews could use to understand the concept
of hell.

Symbolism aside, eschatologi€a¢hennaexisted beyond its physical location of
the Valley of Ben Hinnom. While the actual location of eschatolo@edlennavas
debated, rabbis generally pladddhennaeither “in the bowels of the earth (‘Eruv. 19a);

[or] in the heavens or beyond the mountains of darkrf@a&tierever its location,
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rabbinical literature shows that the eschatolodisthennaserved as a place of divine
judgment, not geographically bound by the Valley of Ben Hinnom.

Regarding the judgment of the wicked, R’ Shimon Ben Lakish observed that “the
wicked, even at the entrance to Gehinnom, do not refkht.this passage, he continues
to argue that the wicked will not repent of their sins even after they have tetitere
next world ... and they stand at the gategaffinnomand witness the dire consequences
of their crimes.®? From early rabbinical literature, then it is clear that the Jews
consideredsehinnomas a place of judgment, specifically in the afterlife. This portrayal
of Gehinnonmbecame even further nuanced as the rabbis delineated a different layer of
judgment based upon one’s sins. Therefore, “when a man sins in a perfunctory way...he
is punished to a degree.... [and when] the very same act is reckonddegsessin—

...the corresponding punishment ideeepeningf Gehinnom.” (R’ Yeruchom Levoitz,
Daas Chachmah U'Mussar 5"

As Gehenngyrew in depth, the individual was thrown into one of seven layers
depending on his sins. These layers had “seven names: Sheol, Annihilation, Well of
Destruction, Pit of Turbulent Waters, Mire, Shadow of Death and the Underforld”
which corresponded to the sin that an individual had comm{@&edinnomand Topheth
were considered blanket destinations for those committing general sinsgtlais the

previous layer§> They came from the Hebrew root of the woigksi,(valley) anchinnom

61. b. Erub. 19al
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(immorality), whereaJophethis similar to the Hebrew word for sedu¢&dThe Talmud
recognized Gehenras colorful imagery used to represent the abode in which the wicked
were judged. As such, “in later Jewish thought it became an image of thesjuidgfinthe
wicked by fire, darkness and gnashing of te&th.”

Bell's representation dbehennaas a place of present destruction acknowledges
the turbulent conditions of the Valley of Ben Hinnom, @ehennalput it ignores the
eschatological symbolism that Jews would have placed on it. He states, “V8hen Je
usesgehennait is loaded with meaning and visual power--everybody knew what he was
talking about,®® in reference to the destruction that is present in the Valley of Ben
Hinnom. The Jews of Jesus’ time would have acknowledged this, but would have taken it
a step further, acknowledging a physical abode in the afterlife where @Gdgreent is
poured out. But Bell does not acknowledge this eschatological connection behind
Gehennajnstead he bind&ehenndo a geographical location at a current time. This
then becomes the building blocks behind Bell’'s description of hell, in which any
destructive situation becomes a “hell on earth.”

Bell begins by defining hell as “a way, a place, a realm absent of how Gioelsde
things to be.®® When read through the evangelical lens, this at first comes off as an
innocent redefinition off hell. Many evangelicals will agree that thace of judgment”,

viz. hell, is a place to which individuals go outside of what God desires. Bell takes this a
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step further by elaborating what he means by “absent of how God desiresdte{s t
“famine, debt, oppression, loneliness, despair, death, slaughter....poverty, injustice,
suffering-... [which] are all hells on earth?His hell stands on precarious ground, then,
because he exchanges the final, eternal judgment of God for weakened, fleshly
circumstances. By labeling these situations instances of “hell dn’dstcreates
difficulties for our interpretation of the Scriptures.

Paul makes it clear in 2 Timothy 3:12 that all Christians will suffer patsm
when they attempt to live godly lives. This, then poses the question, do Christiares enter
“realm absent of how God desires things to be” by practicing godliness anthguffe
persecution? Or another situational controversy brought about by this logicalexse
the cross. Jesus consciously acknowledged and allowed the suffering he auegtt thr
before his death. But because of the Father’s will, He allowed Himself tudiéed.

This stands in stark contradiction to Bell’'s conclusion that Jesus commandeda@ haoisti
oppose hell on earth (poverty, injustice, and suffering) to the best of theiy. dtifistead
of avoiding or opposing death and suffering, Jesus embraced it. Therefore Jesus
contradicted God'’s desire by suffering and dying on the cross. WhilelBatly does

not articulate this view iNelvet Elvisthis is the logical extreme and danger of taking
this view of hell, assuming that everything that entails suffering, ormdypair hard, is
not how God’s wants things to be.

After his reexamination of the wordehenna Bell’'s ultimate conclusion

presently reveals itself. From his misinterpretation of thevish understanding of

70. Ibid., 148.
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Gehennahe concludes, “For Jesus, heaven and hell were present reddigs of living
we can enter into here and no{f.This becomes the central point of Bell's eschatological
shift from the traditional, orthodox view of heaven and hell, to geeantial, mystical,
semi-preterist view of heaven and hell. This view, colored withrakestof Darwinism,
has Bell swimming up the same river as Walter Rauschenbusch.
Walter Rauschenbusch

In a similar manner to Bell, Walter Rauschenbusch’s theology camesastan
to the pre-millenialist view. During the late 1800s, America went througharosuc
reorientation at the birth of the industrialization. As a result of this revolubierg wvas a
change from homemade goods to mass production by the assembly line. Yetaohys fa
lifestyle gave rise to many social concerns, such as long working hours, pogr livi
conditions and the sweat shop phenomenon. Seeing these living conditions and the
perceived lack of concern from the American premillenialist, Rauschenbugslopkd a
reactionary theology that caused him to be one of the fathers of the Social. Gbspe
social gospel emphasized the power of the gospel to change humanity’s condition on
earth. In particular, it emphasized social justice in regards to povertynegodend human
welfare.

While the Social Gospel movement became the champion of social justice, it
brought about a change in Christian thought on the Kingdom of God. The image of a
future Kingdom of God was displaced by one of a present reality. In this movéheent

kingdom of God was not an idealized life in heaven but a reality which could be
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accomplished on eartf*While Rauschenbusch’s purpose for the social gospel
movement was admirable, in his zeal for social justice he departed from thereddi
doctrine of eschatology, embracing a view that emphasized man as a highebdiedte
than what is in accordance with the Bible.

Although the Social Gospel movement and writings of Walter Rauschenbusch
were decades before Bell, Bell's presentation of a “heaven on eartlptascrikingly
similar to the Social Gospel movement. He simply exemplifies the comerah df
history to repeat itself. His application of postmodernism has led him toh@ashme
position as the early twentieth century American liberal movement. Butisvha
particularly interesting is the manner in which Rauschenbusch and Bell workveatrri
their conclusion. Both of them share a philosophy that has a weakened view of scripture
and, at the same time, an elevated view of mankind. But, more importantly, both Bell and
Rauschenbusch add the lens of evolution to the glasses through which they view
theology. These features have led to the sharp criticisms that both of titese vave
received.

Rauschenbusch put a strong emphasis on the gospel message being transformative
of society as a whole instead of effecting individual salvation. Rauschenbuettiede]
any emphasis on individual salvation, stating that “it is not a matter of savirghhum
atoms but of saving the social organisthThis line of thinking reflects many of the
movements that were beginning to rise during Rauschenbusch’s era, movéaents t

attempted to overthrow the existing government and replace it with one that batkskri
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economic welfare amongst everyone. According to Tony Campolo, while these new
social orders reflected similar thinking to Rauschenbusch, he rejected thehupase

their “belief that it would come through a violent overthrow of the present socioetc
order... [such as] the kind of violence evident in the Bolshevik Revolutidnstead,
Rauschenbusch believed this socio-economic reorganization would come about from the
gradual manifestation of the Kingdom of God on earth.

This shift toward a socio-economic restructuring was the foundation for
Rauschenbusch’s eschatology as he advocated a concept of a social sin. br tnder f
Kingdom to be brought about, Rauschenbusch believed there would have to be a
disregard of individualism. In its place, the body of Christ would deal with its own socia
sins, which in turn would trickle down and remedy individual sin. Campolo confirms this
saying change would be brought about when a “person relinquished their individualism
and embraced a community spirit [which would] according to Rauschenbusch, [make
them] become a force for social chan§&Rauschenbusch placed a strong emphasis on
these societal sins, believing them to be the greatest evil of mankind. Heveraisefar
as to claim that Jesus’ purpose of atonement on the cross was not so much for individual
sin, but for public, corporate sins. This view is state#l theology for the Social Gospel,
where he writes, “Jesus did not in any real sense bear the sin of some aritianwiBo
beat up his wife in B.C. 56....But he did in a very real sense bear the weight of the public

sins of organized society, and they in turn are causally connected with all pimsate
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Although he did not deny the moral unrighteousness of private sin, he swept it
underneath the table, so to speak, whereas rectifying public sin became the foundation of
Jesus’ ministry. It is against this backdrop of social sin that Rauschenbeschéology

is developed, one that deals with public sin.

Throughout his eschatology, it is clear that Rauschenbusch strongly disagreed
with the premillenialist view held by many during his time. Instead, Rauschérbusc
view of the coming of the Kingdom of God aligned itself more with a realized
eschatological view. He postulated that “as [Christians] assimhitagespirit of Christ
and lived out his ethics, the Kingdom of God would break loose in the wérld.”
Rauschenbusch comes off negatively toward the premillenialist viewpoirt) Wwai
claimed limited the true effectiveness of the gospel. Instead of a gosgsegee
proclaiming the salvation of men and imminent return of Christ, he believed in a seeping
evolutionistic viewpoint of the Kingdom of God.

Rauschenbusch’s negative view of pre-millennialism is based upon his
observation of fallible Christians. Rauschenbusch supposes that they have given up their
duty of social reform on the basis of an imminent rapture. The premillenialist is not
concerned with seeing the society around him reformed, but is more concerned with
living as content as possible while waiting for the rapture. In an arti¢Eha
Examiner” Rauschenbusch states, “I have yet to see proof that those who believe in the
imminence of Christ’s coming are indifferent to the security of reatestles....and

other things that involve a long look aheddThis focus of Christians on the other world

78. RauschenbuscBhristianity and the Social Crisis in the2Century 54.

79. Dores Sharp&\Valter Rauschenbusg¢Mew York: The Macmillan Company, 1942), 115.



ROB BELL 30

beyond, heaven or hell, puts them out of touch with the present, imminent reality of earth.
He uses observation to then build a reactionary, this-worldly eschatology.

In a similar turn of events, Bell's writingepresent a reactionary pendulum
swing. Bell, too observes the evangelical movement and its ostensible discorindaewi
marginalized of society, and uses this as a platform to develop, like Rauschenbusch, a
reactionary theology. Bell labels premillenialism as a “left behind tigggf® warning
that this is “an ‘evacuation theology’ [and that it] is lethal to believe thatan lie apart
from the world in some kind of ‘spiritual neverland*As Rauschenbusch did, Bell
characterizes the American premillenialist as ignoring the conoéstxiety, while
waiting for the second coming of Christ. And like Rauschenbusch, his realizedioing
of God works to avoid the aforementiorestapistcharacteristics that he attributes to the
premillenialist. Bell continues down this road stating, “the evacuation thediaggays,
‘figure out the ticket, say the right prayer, get the right formula, and thehgee’|
somewhere else’ is lethal to Jesus who endlessly speaks of the renewalingsift It
is this characterization of premillenialism that Bell uses to justifatiesmpt to discard
the orthodox view of heaven and hell.

Yet, this characterization of premillenialism is an overgeneradizai best.
Reinhold Niebuhr wrote against this generalization arguing that “theaktlgor of the

early church was maintained through the hope of the second coming of Christ and the
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establishment of his Kingdonf*The establishment of the Kingdom of God was not a
reason for the premillenialist to sit around in wait. Instead, it was a spurtve the

early church toward action. Niebuhr asserts, in contrast to Bell and Rausdaeribes

lost belief in the second coming leads to Christian apathy. He notes that when the
Christian hope of the second coming was lowered, the “church [was] forced to come to
terms.... [with] the immediate necessities of life [and] made unnecessapramises®
Without the hope of a second coming, the church lost it focus and push for outreach. It
was when the ability of man became the eschatological hope for the futureathatas

led to despair as his inability became clear. This leads to the degraafafibristian

ethics, Niebuhr noted, as man focuses on simply surviving his present reality with
nothing to look forward to.

But instead of leading to apathy, as Bell and Rauschenbusch contend, the
imminent second coming of Christ, spurs Christians onward to action. While these men
were right in their association of pre-millenialists with a negativeoolatbn mankind,
they were wrong to assume that all pre-millenialists are apathefact, the opposite
was true, as many pre-millenialists “did not act as though they believatltewas
beyond saving®® Instead, they viewed this negative decline of man’s spiritual condition
as a reason for them to further the gospel. This assurance of Christ'deuttionaph

became a great motivator for Christians, such as “D.L. Moody [who] ‘keltWiorking
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three times as hard’ after becoming a pre-millenniaifs®thers, such as Robert Speer
who served as the “secretary of the Presbyterian Board of Foreigmiigeom 1891 to
19377 supported premillenialism optimistically, stating how “premillenialison only
kept Christians upright... [but] it also prompted them to maximum effort in antmipati
the Lord’s return.®® The premillenialist view necessitated urgency for the gospel to be
spread. Rauschenbusch and Bell’s criticism of a disconnect in the church and its
willingness to reach out to the community is equivalent to the proverbial “throwing out
the baby with the bath water.” They threw out the doctrine of premilleniatisavor of
a view that necessitates man himself establishing the Kingdom of heavenhon eart
Darwinian Evolution

One of the inherent weaknesses of the Social Gospel’s view of eschatdlogy is
underlying lens through which Rauschenbusch viewed the Bible. During the period that
he wrote, Darwinian evolution became the lens through which all economic, sociglogical
religious, and governmental ideas were filtered. This led to the rigpgps of many of
the enlightenment, socialist organizations, which believed that with human pr@gress
perfect governmental arrangement could arise. These socialist grougSaaielitical
reorganization where ownership would be transferred to the collective body.
Rauschenbusch endorsed these socialistic tendencies, incorporating them into his
theology and calling “for a social order characterized by justice atiokeownership of

most property, democracy in the organization of industry, and a much more equal
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distribution of goods® It is apparent that Rauschenbusch was seeing history through
this lens of Darwinism in formulating his views of the coming Kingdom of God. When
asked, “he admitted that his conception of the kingdom represented an effort to
Christianize the Darwinistic evolutioi®This inclusion of Darwinian evolution led to
the main weakness of Rauschenbusch’s argument for the Kingdom of God.

In the same manner that Darwinian evolution has influenced the viewpoint of
Rauschenbusch, so has Bell's influences, which suggest a flirtatiousreiepi between
theology and evolution. In a sermon to the Southeastern Theological Seminary, Mark
Driscoll, pastor of Mars Hill Church in Seattle, (not to be confused with Rob Bell's
Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan) claimed that Bell is a supporter of trgject
hermeneutic§® Driscoll criticizes trajectory hermeneutics, in which the Bible does not
literally teach certain things, but instead “sets in the course of motiojeetdrg or
direction that over time would evolve into a doctrine that seems to contradict the Bible
but ultimately is the logical outcome of the direction in which the Bible sets the
culture.®® Through trajectory hermeneutics, Bell subjects the scriptures to aform
cultural relativism. The Bible stands in a position in which the culture detesmine
whether or not the scriptures are relevant or applicable to the culture.

In support of his claim, Driscoll cites the switch in Rob Bell’'s church toward an

egalitarian position on female leadership. Driscoll argues that Bell used thé3iavks,

89. Elwell,Evangelical Dictionary of Theolog®88.
90. Ibid.
91. Papa Giorgio, “Mark Driscoll Critiques Rob Balid Brian McLaren,” Video Row, entry

posted March 7, 2009, http://videorow.blogspot.@0080/03/mark-driscoll-critiques-rob-bell-and.html
(accessed February 7, 2010).

92. Ibid.



ROB BELL 34

Women and Homosexuglby William Webb, to defend his shift to egalitarianiSiin
this book, Webb tries to merge evolution with theology by making the interpretation of
the Bible an evolutionary process. Using trajectory hermeneutics, Webfs ¢let the
progression into modern day culture has created an ethics system whicérighbetthe
ethics “frozen in time” in the Bibl&! This directly damages Bell's hermeneutical
approach to Scripture leading to his unstable outcomes, yet he retains this book on his
recommended reading list on his church’s webgite.

Webb’s own trajectory hermeneutics exemplifies the flaw of bringing a
evolutionary worldview into the interpretation of Scripture. It removes Sca@s the
object of absolute authority, while mankind’s reason and experiences are used to
determine what is and is not true. Driscoll labels such trajectory hernenasit
“academic arrogance€® By proposing that mankind has moved beyond the Bible through
evolution, it assumes that mankind is greater than it truly is. Modern man is placed on a
pedestal, having moved beyond biblical mandates. At the same time, the authority of the
Scripture is further diminished as it claimed that God has moved beyond Scripture
leaving behind His own revelation. As Driscoll goes on to state, it is the height of
arrogance to assume that “we are more enlightened, or our culture is nigineeapt,

than Paul or Jesug”
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Webb is one example of Bell's evolutionary influences, while another is Ken
Wilber. In one of his endnotes Wfelvet Elvis: Repainting the Christian FajtBell tells
us, “[F]Jor a mind-blowing introduction to emergence theory and divine creativity, set
aside three months and read Ken WilbérBrief History of Everything® This book
continues down the road of viewing society and theology through an evolutionary lens. In
an October 18, 2008 sermon entitled “Beware the Dogs,” Bell states thanifB&uk,
Claire Graves, Ken Wilber and you look at child development, you begin to ser certa
patterns that connect. Now, you can take this biblical pattern and you carnysszeddl
larger trend.”® In this sermon, Bell makes mention of the pattern of society suggested by
Ken Wilber, calling it a biblical pattern. This pattern comes from the&kschool*® of
thought, which is the “bring[ing] together all of mankind by turning them from egocent
(self-centeredness) to global-centric (world-centeredné®s)lroughout “A Theory of
Everything,” Wilber describesspiral move of society as it progressively moves forward
toward its final culmination in a global-centric view of mankind. There are rsi@mg
along this path of human consciousness, such as the recognition of the tribal impulses.
Evaluating the human consciousness, Wilber suggests that humans are “evolving throug

nine phases of human consciousn¥8sthereas theism or “Christianity is level four of
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an evolutionary standard® This fourth stage of human consciousness, theism, is then
simply nothing but a lower stage of humanity. But as humankind advances, it will
“evolve beyond more primitive ways of thinking, [viz.] religiot””

By propagating the views of Ken Wilber, Bell superimposes the evolutionary
viewpoint onto Scripture. This leads the way to the position that Bell holds on the
Kingdom of God, where instead of a final judgment followed by the creation of a new
heaven and earth, heaven gradually materialize on earth. This statesofipenrivould
come about only as mankind advances in its progression and is able to accomplish its
goal of bringing heaven to earth. Advancing this point, Bell states, “[T]Hasyoia
escaping this world but making this world the kind of place God can come to. And God is
remaking us into the kind of people who can do this kind of wf®ell proclaims that
God is changing mankind in order that humanity can create a new heaven on earth.
Clearly, this comes from evolutionary concepts superimposed onto the biblical
conception of the Kingdom of God.

Ultimately, when the Darwinist conception of evolution is applied to the Kingdom
of God, a utopian view of humankind is introduced which differs greatly from the biblical
standpoint, wherein man is inherently sinful. This view depends on the ability of
humankind to progressively achieve the utopian man. Yet, this is inconsistent with the
Bible’s portrait of man as completely and utterly depraved. In Matthew 24:4d4s J
creates a picture of the end times. This imagery is full of Christiarrisgfi@nd

persecution, with rumors of wars, while there is an overall moral degradasociasty
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grows in wickedness. This contrasts starkly with Rauschenbusch’s portrait of a
progressively Christian society growing into the ultimate perfection aftbkitionary
man, Jesus Christ. Bell's concept also contradicts with the Bible’s porfayan.

Reinhold Niebuhr, a theologian following Rauschenbusch, became known for his
pronounced criticism of Rauschenbusch. Niebuhr wrote during the Great Depression and
world wars, a period in which there was a great disillusionment with the Swsalel
and much of the liberal Christian theology that had preceded it. The world wars woke up
many Christians as they began to realize that an evolutionary viewpoint of humankind
achieving the Kingdom of God was not likely. According to Werner Jeanrone, thes
experiences “led the neo-orthodox theologians to conclude that the evolutionary
optimism of liberal theologies was unjustified and misrepresented the §&Sgaktead,
the world wars revealed the depth of human depravity and the unlikelihood of a
progression of humankind toward moral and social order. In fact, they showed the
opposite: the advancement of man toward ever greater moral depravity.

The problem with liberal Christianity, according to Niebuhr was that the
“kingdom of God was translated to mean exactly that ideal society which modeme cult
hoped to realize through the evolutionary procé$sThe Social Gospel movement
helped lead to a redefinition of the Kingdom of God, as “the exercise of nferal li

society.”® In reality, the Kingdom of God was the coming fruition of the covenant

106. Joseph Komonchak, Mary Collins and Dermot |.ads., The New Dictionary of Theology
3 ed. (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, Inc., 1989), s‘Meo-Orthodoxy.” 713.

107. Charles Kegley and Robert BretREinhold Niebuhr: His Religious, Social, and Pobti
Thought(New York: Macmillian Company, 1956), 63.

108. Clayton, SullivarRethinking Realized Eschatolofiyacon: Mercer University Press, 1988),
62.
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promised in the Old Testament. Jesus was not the example of an evolutionary man, as the
Social Gospel believers proclaimed, but “was the fulfillment of the covenantggrom
made to the fathers® The Social Gospel's evolutionary ideal created an idealism that
led to its eventual criticism.

Niebuhr quickly pointed out the problem with American liberalism was that it
created optimism in humanity that was unjustifiable, given the Bible’s teqolithe
depravity of mankind and the problem of sin. Niebuhr expounded upon the true nature of
sin, arguing that sin is “a contingent defect in the soul of each fh&htiis sin defect,
inherent in every man, is ingrained in all of humanity from the day of the fall. Mdskind
propensity to sin runs counter to the optimistic ideals of a liberal evolution toweard t
kingdom of God. Through man’s freedom, he chooses t85inis by his free choice
that man consistently chooses to go outside of the moral law established by God. The
present world, according to Niebuhr, “was destined to be evil by the fall of ifaBell
and Rauschenbusch seem to have overlooked the depravity of man in their zeal to apply
modern-day philosophy to their theology. Acknowledging this depravity, Niebuhrsassert
that “man’s hope of building the kingdom of God by his own powers becomes

impossible.**? In offering this critical analysis, Niebuhr made it clear that thegom

109. Sinclair Ferguson, ed., New Dictionary of Tlhgy (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press,
1988), s.v. “Kingdom of God.”

110. HofmannThe Theology of Reinhold Niebuli28.
111. Hofman;The Theology of Reinhold Niebuht28.
112. HofmanThe Theology of Reinhold Niebuhs8.

113. Ibid., 128.
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of God was simply not possible by the human means that Rauschenbusch and Bell
proposed.

Niebuhr disagreed with the evolutionary component that Bell, Rauschenbusch and
other American liberal writers had propagated; the inability of mankind to fongdrew
him to the conclusion that mankind required the direct assistance of God. Drawing this
conclusion, he states, “the hope is not in...man’s involvement in shaping his destiny. The
hope is in God’s triumph at the end of histoR#The World Wars made it dramatically
clear that society’s progression was not toward the evolutionary penfdout toward
chaos. Therefore the Kingdom of God could not be dependent upon mankind’s actions
but God.

Bell insists that the Kingdom of God will be ushered into the earth based upon
human actions. In addition, his scope of eschatology also includes hell, which can be
spread on earth, as well. As such, it becomes the job of the Christian “to resist hell

coming to earth®

While developing this point, he begins to insinuate a works based
form of faith, although in his touf,he Gods Arent Angryje took pains to make it clear
that it is salvation by faith alone. But upon readuedyet Elvis his insights into heaven
and hell lead the reader to believe that works too are necessary for salvation.

Bell begins with the parable in Matthew 5 in which Jesus evaluates the kind of
people who will live with him eternally. In this parable, the kinds of people that end up

making it into the Kingdom of God are those that helped the needy. Bell concludes his

summary of the parable by stating, “Jesus measures their etenuithgsain terms of not

114. Ronald Stondieinhold Niebuhr: Prophet to PoliticiafiNashville: Abingdon Press, 1971),
237.

115. Bell,Velvet Elvis148.
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what they said or believed but how they lived, specifically in regard to the hell around
them.”® Now, this phrase is covered in a mystique of ambiguity because it could lead
the reader to either of two conclusions. On one side, Bell’s conclusion leads toe¢he beli
that actions determine one’s entrance into the Kingdom of God. On the other hand, Bell
may have had James in mind when he wrote this passage, leading to the conclusion that
works merely indicate faith.

Either way, Bell continues this works dialogue further, stating, “The judage t
condemns a group of people because they didn’t take care of the needy...in their midst
They chose hell instead of heaven, and God gives them what they wehEui<
dialogue leads Bell onto dangerous ground as he concludes that judgment is based upon
an individual's actions in social justice. In a manner similar to the Socigebos
movement, Bell’'s analysis of the Mathew 25 parable over-emphasizes theceacein
of humanity. This leads readers to believe that correcting social igugatidead to
righteousness from God. He follows this conclusion with an analysis of Luke 16:19-31,
the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus. The author breathes socialijustithis
parable, too, concluding that the rich man was condemned on the basis that he was
stingy*® In an interview, he furthers explains his conclusion, stating that Jesusrtatoes
use the word [hell] with people who are not believers...it is a warning to religiousepeopl

that they are in the danger of hell because of their indifference to tearsybf the

116. Ibid.

117. Bell,Velvet Elvis147.
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world.”**® This insertion of social justice into the text turns the focus of Jesus’ parables
and his talk about the Kingdom of God into a merely ethical kingdom.

Abandoning the orthodox view of the Kingdom of God, the “predominant liberal
view was that the Kingdom of which Jesus spoke was a present ethical kinf@om.”
This, on the whole, contradicts much of Jesus’ teachings on the Kingdom of God. Jesus
did not portray the Kingdom of God as an ethical kingdom here on earth, but as a
supernatural, divine action by God. John Nolland analyzes the Kingdom of God, pointing
toward Isaiah, in which he states “the most convincing background for Lamténsg
Jesus'’ talk of the Kingdom of God is supplied by the expectation in Isaiah (Isaiah 24:23,
52:7) of a future intervention of God to establish his rifélhstead, the liberal
theologians and Social Gospel writers interpret Jesus’ references to tlemirguch as
in the Beatitudes, as rules of conduct for society. While Jesus’ command®mvere
society, the inability of these commands to be kept demonstrates the truelspiritua
condition of mankind. These “ethical demands...are incapable of fulfilment in the
present existence of man....and their final fulfillment is possible only when God
transmutes the present chaos...into its final urtft}.Jesus’ commands do not give
evidence of a social conduct for bringing in the Kingdom of God. Instead, accarding t
Herman Ridderbos, “Jesus’ ethical commands (including the Sermon on the Moumnt) wer

interim rules in anticipation of the imminent kingdom, not rules of conduct for all

119. BlaneyRob Bell on sex, God and Sex Gods.

120. Matthew Allen, “The Kingdom in Matthew | Bibdeg; NET Bible, Bible Study.” Bible.org
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times.”#3 Alternatively, this interpretation of the Kingdom of God as an ethical kingdom,
instead of an eschatological hope, becomes the incorrect presupposition, thatsBell use
push for social justice. Instead of a future hope, heaven or hell becomes a production of
the evolutionary process of man.

With the evolutionary view of the Kingdom of God, Jesus begins to lose his place
of divinity. While Rauschenbusch and the rest of the Social Gospel writers did not deny
the divinity of Jesus, they did limit it. Instead of being the Messiah, Jesased¢be
example of the completed work of evolution. He was emblemized as the perfect
conception of man, a status that was within the ability of man to achieve. Jesus beca
the “true mythical symbol of both the possibilities and the limits of the humah, [He
became the man of Galilee, symbol of human goodness and human possibilities without
suggestion of the limits of the human and the temporal-in short, without suggestion of
transcendence:®* In essence, as humankind strives to be like the ultimate “symbol of
human goodness2® it will usher in the Kingdom of God. This then becomes a denial of
the sovereignty of God, by claiming the need for humankind’s actions to bring in the
Kingdom of God.

On the contrary, the Bible portrays the “Kingdom of God’ coming into the world
not by human actions, but by the direct intervention of God as he establishes his
Kingdom on earth. God’s establishment of his Kingdom on earth is shown in Daniel 2:44,

which states “In the time of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that

123. Allen, “The Kingdom in Matthew”
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will never be destroyed, nor will it be left to another people.” It will crusthake

kingdoms and bring them to an end. This is a direct divine act of God, done without the
hand of humankind, which stands in stark contrast to Rauschenbusch’s and Bell's
theology. This viewpoint of Daniel 2:44 shows how humankind’s “problems of politics
and history can only be resolved by a supernatural intervention that inaugurates a new

1l 26

kingdom,™“” not an evolutionary kingdom. The Kingdom of God is presented as being
created by the direct hand of God, not the evolutionary progression as Rauschenbusch
and Bell propose.
Conclusion

Rob Bell's wide popularity has made him somewhat of a celebrity to the up and
coming Christian generation. On the back coveval¥et Elvis: Repainting the Christian
Faith, Bell challenges readers, “Test it. Probe it. Do that to this book. Don’t swallow
uncritically.”*?’ The popularity of Bell’s writing has demonstrated the need to do just that,
to test and probe his works. In doing so, it becomes clear that he is promoting a
postmodern philosophy that he has insinuated into biblical Christianity. This comfbdti
postmodernism with Christianity aligns Bell with the American liteeddlthe early
nineteen hundreds. Joining the liberals, Bell elevates the authority of human reason and
uses human philosophies to reinterpret scripture. Particularly, he reitdelpsas’ use of
the wordGehennaportraying it as a representation of a present, earthly hell. Along with

reinterpreting hell, Bell also reinterprets the coming Kingdom of God iaraner

reminiscent the ideas of Walter Rauschenbusch.

126. John GoldingayVorld Biblical Commentaryol. 30, Daniel (Waco: Thomas Nelson, 1989),
60.
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In doing so, Bell misrepresents the Gospel message and, in turn, also skews God'’s
judgment. His ambiguous presentation of his doctrine makes it challenging to define hi
definitive stance on issues. Yet, his conclusion concerning the parables ofriégbs, i
of his eschatological doctrine, suggests that believers are reconciled with $&éddupan
works. This weakness in doctrine comes from his presentation of Christiaaity as
ethical challenge along the lines of Walter Rauschenbusch and the othecgkmeri
liberals. Like them, Bell makes use of evolution as one of the philosophies by which he
interprets Scripture. In doing so, he emphasizes the ability of man to evolve into the
symbol of perfection, Jesus Christ, and to be able to bring in the Kingdom of God by
himself. Bell dismisses any eschatologically conceived judgment on tlsethaisi
humans’ innate ability can bring heaven to earth.

Because of his enormous of popularity, Bell’s voice is not one to be taken lightly.
Many college students are talking about the writings and ideas presentet thydigh
his many media. Yet, they do not realize the postmodern philosophy, which permeate
Bell's writings. Bell’'s ambiguity leads to his theological acceptdncthe casual
evangelical reader. But a deeper understanding of the worldview from whichrBes$

shows the dangers of the theology that he proposes.
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