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Title: Culture Making – Recovering our Creative Calling, by Andy Crouch

Audience: The main audience is Christians of every stripe, though it seems he maintains a secondary focus toward all people. His focus on Christians leads him to use the biblical text as a key source for understanding how we ought to perceive and participate in culture. His secondary focus on all people leads him to speak about the Bible in a way that doesn’t assume the reader holds to the inspiration of Scripture.

Purpose: To provide a new vocabulary, a new story, and new questions for culture making that will lead Christians to adopt God-dependent cultivation and creation as their main postures toward culture.

Thesis: Crouch’s thesis is that God, the supreme culture maker, has made us in his image to be creative culture makers. Because it is our design, it is also our inner compulsion and ultimate destiny. For Christians to become God-honoring in our culture making we must adopt the approaches toward culture of cultivation and creation, while maintaining a deep dependence on God for the ultimate effect our efforts will have.

Basic Structure:

Culture Making is broken into three sections:

Part 1: Culture

Part 2: Gospel

Part 3: Calling

In Part 1, the author helps us come to terms with him by laying out a new vocabulary for discussing culture. In Part 2, he makes his case for the need of Christians to cultivate and create culture by revealing these patterns in the biblical story. And in Part 3 he helps the reader move to action by proposing new questions for determining our unique calling in culture. 

Chapter 1: The Horizons of Possible

Culture is everything we make of the world, both in material creativity and intellectual interpretation. It is cumulative, so every artifact created expands and limits the horizons of what is possible and therefore the future “making” that will occur. Culture is best understood by examining what specific artifacts reveal about a culture’s assumptions, and what they add to and eliminate from a culture. Culture is the ever changing, unavoidable destiny of humanity.

Chapter 2: Cultural Worlds

To make culture requires not only the creation of an artifact, but also that a group of people be sufficiently affected by the cultural good that was created. These “publics” may be certain ethnic groups or certain spheres of a culture, and may vary is scale. To find our place as culture makers requires us to pay attention to all these dimensions of culture.

Chapter 3: Teardowns, Technology & Change

Cultural assessment must also acknowledge that culture changes. The best way to evaluate cultural change is not progress (since some change is neither better nor worse, just different) but rather integrity. Different kinds of culture change at different rates, with an inverse relationship between rate of change and longevity of impact. While worldview is an element of culture, it is not an adequate description of it in that it neglects the effects that cultural artifacts themselves play in developing both worldview & culture.

Chapter 4: Cultivation & Creation

Condemning, critiquing, copying and consuming culture are inadequate and ineffective means of changing it. The only way to change culture is to create something new to displace what already exists. In order to create effectively, we must first gain knowledge of the culture that currently exists by becoming faithful cultivators of it.

Chapter 5: Gestures & Postures

Christians have adopted divergent approaches to culture throughout history. In the 20th century, mainline denominations accommodated culture and, as a result, lost much of their influence, while fundamentalist Christians ran the gamut of approaches from withdrawal to critique to copying and consumption. While each of these four gestures is appropriate in certain situations, when we adopt one of them too broadly, it becomes our posture and limits our ability to shape culture. In order to develop culture, Christians must primarily adopt the approaches of creating and cultivating.

Chapter 6: The Garden & the City

In the Bible’s perspective on culture, human beings are made responsible for all of creation and are made to be creators in the image of God. God began the work of culture making by placing Adam & Eve in a garden he had created and sculpted, rather than in wilderness. People were not made to live in wilderness nor theme parks because those environments limit our image-bearing creativity. Even after sin entered the world, humans naturally developed culture such as clothes & cities, though these activities often became acts of rebellion against God rather than glorification of him as was God’s desire. 

Chapter 7: The Least of Nations

Culture is not just the site of human rebellion against God, it is also the site of God’s mercy and grace. After humanity tried to build Babel as a sign of independence, God began to build Israel, a people who would be defined by their dependence on God. This cultural project took much time to develop and the central location and small size of Israel made it clear to the nations that God was the power behind them. The Old Testament is a record of Israel’s education of faith and by it we learn that our own efforts at creating culture will be equally full of failure mixed with progress.

Chapter 8: Jesus as Culture Maker

Jesus was a cultural being, spending much of his life focused on knowing and cultivating his culture, then spending three years creating and expanding it through his public ministry. However, the most culture-shaping event of Jesus’ life was the moment he expressed utter dependence on God – his crucifixion. This act also reveals the primary way Christians can be cultural transformers – by living out complete dependence on God.

Chapter 9: From Pentecost

In the book of Acts, we see the first Christians coming to terms with God’s new multi-cultural agenda, and determining how they would relate to various cultures. Though some felt Gentile believers should be taught to follow Judaic law, the apostles decided the only cultural practices those believers must change were those that were destructive – idol worship, inhumane treatment of animals, and immorality. This broadened acceptance of culture resulted in a reshaping of the Roman Empire due to the bold creativity of Christians who remained a part of their culture but employed creative means of counteracting negative aspects of it.

Chapter 10: To Revelation

The closing chapters of Revelation reveal that the final state of God’s creation will be overflowing with culture. Jerusalem will contain God’s cultural work (jewels and beaten glass along with people of every kind) but also the best cultural goods that represent the glory of each culture that has existed on earth. In light of this, the standard for our cultural responsibility is whether the goods we create and cultivate would be suitable for the New Jerusalem and identified as the glory and honor of our cultural tradition.

Chapter 11: The Glorious Impossible

The Gospel is completely saturated by culture, but it cannot be contained within any culture. It constantly challenges every human culture, including Christendom, and therefore wise culture makers will not set their hope on creating a completely gospel-centered society. H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ & Culture was helpful in that it led many Christians to reflect on their own embeddedness in and responsibility for culture, but it is misleading in three ways: it uses vague terms that lead us to think there is only one approach to culture; it tempts us to substitute “Christians” for “Christ” as the hope for transforming culture; and it neglects to explore and reveal how glorious culture can be when its formation is entrusted firmly to Jesus. 

Chapter 12: Why We Can’t Change the World

Though making something of the world is what we are created to do, we are generally more changed by the world than changers of it. We have influence to change very small scales of culture like our family, but the larger the scale, the less able we are to change culture. We can contribute to some of the necessary conditions for change, but not sufficient ones, and it is impossible for us to control or predict the unintended consequences of the cultural goods we make. If we are to change culture, it must be through humble confidence in God as the ultimate world changer.

Chapter 13: The Traces of God

The exodus and the resurrection reveal that God is at work in culture in the lives of the powerless and the powerful, confronting injustice and giving those in power the opportunity to join him in his purposes. He is forming partnerships between the poor and the culturally powerful, inviting both to join with him in his work. This gives us a kind of template for seeking out what God is doing now, in our own time and culture, and how we might join him in that work by seeking to create similar partnerships.

Chapter 14: Power

While power is necessary to change the horizons of a culture, no one has enough power to impose her cultural good, only to propose it. Though cultural power is a good thing, given by God, it is dangerous because it is intangible; we never know how much we have, we never have enough, and what we do have can quickly be lost, leading us to a constant pursuit of more power. The disciplines of service and stewardship are necessary to keep us treating power as a gift for God’s service rather than a strategic step toward our own gains.

Chapter 15: Community

Every cultural innovation is based on personal relationships and commitment. Because of this, creating a cultural good begins with an absolutely small community of people and depends on larger, concentric circles of people for its ultimate success. The author suggests the best size of these groups is 3, 12, and 120 due to their biblical and historical repetition. Because almost everyone has a group of 3 with whom they share passions and convictions, all of us have potential to be culture makers at some scale.

Chapter 16: Grace

The recognition that all of life is a gift (grace) is both essential to and an indicator of God-blessed cultural creativity. When our work is joyful and seems to produce fruit beyond what our hard work alone can explain, it is a sign of God’s favor and design in our lives. Grace, however, is no exemption from the disciplines, failure, or pain and difficulty, but will infuse those things with hope.

Overall evaluation:

Crouch effectively proves his thesis in this book. I believe he adequately argues from Genesis that God created mankind to be culture makers, and that God’s redemptive work is set in and permeated by culture. He makes a strong argument about the unavoidable nature of culture, and its place in the future age. The flow of the book was very clear and easily followed with a natural flow from one chapter or section to the next.

The main argument that Christians must become cultivators and creators of cultural goods that are suited to the New Jerusalem and represent the glory and honor of each cultural tradition is well stated, though it leaves us with many questions. How will the Ipod and the telegraph both have relevance in the New Jerusalem? Will the cumulative effect of culture continue in the new age? If so, how do are goods of past generations still fit suitable? Many of these questions will likely remain unanswerable until the New Jerusalem is upon us.

Crouch wisely acknowledges the severe limits humans have in culture making and how dependence on God, the ultimate culture maker, is an absolute necessity. His words on power, community and grace are also helpful guideposts for all would-be culture makers. 

Personal Evaluation:
Creativity

There is much in Crouch’s book that I heartily agree with. I especially appreciate his analysis of how the Church has approached culture in the last 100 years, and his proposal that we adopt the postures of cultivating & creating. I’ve heard someone say they long for the day when Christians are as much known for what we do stand for as what we don’t. While negative commands are necessary in life, they are not inspiring, and for too long we haven’t adequately displayed the goodness and glory of Christ through joyful creation.

Integrity

I also appreciate how Crouch’s perspective gives legitimacy and value to all realms of human life. In my own Christian life, and in the Church at large, too often we have valued the “spiritual” and ignored the “earthly”. Yet there’s something in our souls that insists on a more holistic approach to life and God. Why would He create all this if only the spiritual parts matter? Culture Making merges those worlds into one in a refreshing and satisfying way.

Priorities

At the same time, I would like Crouch to expand on the relationship between culture making and sharing the Gospel. If culture making is God’s ultimate goal with creation, is cultural creativity of greater importance than spreading the Gospel? Or would he have us think of spreading the Gospel as a natural and necessary culture making? Or vice versa? After all, as he said, culture (including our interpretations of who God is and we relate to Him) isn’t changed by worldview or words, but by creating something new to displace the old. In one sense, the Gospel itself is a new cultural good – a proposal about God and man that makes something of (or interprets) the world.  

But other cultural goods may be necessary or at least helpful in spreading the good news about Jesus because, according to Crouch, cultural artifacts alter the horizons of possible & impossible. Perhaps our cultural creativity can set horizons that make receiving the Gospel more possible and denying it more impossible.  Clearly, culture making and Gospel sharing need not be mutually exclusive priorities, but I would appreciate clarity from Crouch as to how he sees the two fitting together.

Time
Another area I’d like Crouch to speak toward is how the following propositions fit together. On the one hand, he acknowledges there is an inverse relationship between speed of change and longevity of impact when it comes to culture. So those cultural artifacts that have the longest impact on a culture are ones that come about slowly. Along the same lines, we learn from Israel’s history that our cultural creativity will be filled with failure along with progress.

And yet, one of the signs of God’s grace in our cultural efforts is the divine multiplication revealed in fruit that can’t be explained by our efforts alone. In the chapter on Grace, Crouch makes the argument that to discern our particular calling as culture makers we must ask where we experience this divine grace.

Crouch acknowledges that even where this grace is present, we will still face much hard work and difficulty. But he doesn’t account for time. Few of us see divine fruit quickly, and as stated previously, the cultural change that is most lasting happens slowly. So how do we discern the difference between a lack of calling or grace, and the slow, hard road of creating something that will have a long-term impact?

Application to Jackson’s Creative Arts Ministry:

The application that has resonated most deeply with me is Crouch’s assertion that in order to be effective creators of a culture, we must first be careful and diligent cultivators. When we first sensed God’s leading into creative arts ministry, Chad had a moderate amount of experience cultivating the creative culture, but I had little to none. Since we moved into the Crossroads Art District of Kansas City 1½ years ago, we’ve gained more experience, but have also realized how limited our cultivating has been, largely because, until recently, it has been exclusive to a Christian culture. 

In light of this, I find myself in a place of tension. On the one hand I acknowledge that God calls the weak to confound the strong, and thereby gain courage to pursue, learn, and grow in the art culture. On the other hand, I recognize all the more that God is looking for Chad & me to be partners with Him in this work. Hence, an adequate amount of time and effort must be invested on our part to prepare to move beyond cultivation to grace-filled creation.

And this leads me back to the question above about time. Though God’s call has given us grace to maintain hope for this ministry in difficult moments, we can’t yet say we have experienced “divine multiplication.” But that doesn’t mean it isn’t right around the corner, and some ways I sense that it is. How long do we pursue what we believe God has called us to? Abraham waited decades before God gave him a son, and the fruit of Jesus’ calling didn’t reveal itself until his 30s, and in some ways not until long after his death. It seems to me that, until God redirects, a person must continue on the path she believes God has given.

Discussion Questions

And at the same time, it would be wise, as we move step by step toward developing a creative arts movement, to pause regularly and ask the many diagnostic questions Crouch offers in his book.

1. What does this ministry assume about the way the world is?

2. What does this ministry assume about the way the world should be?

3. What does this ministry make possible?

4. What does this ministry make impossible or very difficult?

5. What new forms of culture are created in response to this ministry?

6. Would this ministry fit well in the New Jerusalem?

7. Could this ministry be considered the glory and honor of our cultural tradition?

8. Where have we successfully proposed a cultural good?

9. With whom are we sharing our power?

10.  How are we pursuing the disciplines of service and stewardship in relation to this ministry?

11. Who are our 3 (ie the few people we trust enough to risk creating something together)? What is the cultural sphere and scale where we can imagine successfully proposing a cultural good? Who are the 12 and the 120 who will eventually give energy to join us?

12. Where do we experience God’s grace through divine multiplication that far exceeds our efforts? Where do we feel awed and grateful for unimagined, fruitful results?

In conclusion, I believe Andy Crouch’s Culture Making is an excellent read for any Christian, or would be culture maker. It is clear, challenging and hopeful, and imparts a far greater vision of what God is up to in the world than most Christians have received. 
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