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Reading Report: Against Christianity Brian M. Sandifer 

Reading Report 

Title: Against Christianity 

Author: Peter Leithart 

1. Did you read the entire book? 

Yes. 

2. Summarize in one paragraph the thesis or argument of the text. 

Christianity, as it is widely known today, is the heresy of heresies.  The message of the 

Bible is completely at odds with what modern day adherents of Christianity espouse.  The 

Bible does not endorse the common understanding of Christianity as a world religion (even 

as the “true” or “most true” religion).  Nor does the Bible allow for the abstract deductions 

and inductions that theologians derive from it in order to produce propositional snippets of 

truth.  Similarly, modernity and postmodernity have blinded Christians to the biblical and 

ritual nature of the sacraments, while at the same time obscuring the biblical purpose of 

ethics (which is the gospel rather than an effect of the gospel).  Finally, the rise of 

Christianity killed the existing Christendom, and as such a “Christian” society cannot exist 

again unless the heresy of Christianity dies. 

3. Summarize in one paragraph the author’s method of proving her or his thesis.  How does she 

or he “get there”? 

Leithart’s method of persuasion is the most intriguing feature of this little book.  As the 

back cover describes, the author writes “with a series of short essays, aphorisms, and 

parables” which are befitting of his irreverent tone and pithy style.  On the very first page, 

Leithart begins his frontal assault on the reader’s sensibilities and cherished traditions, 

immediately sounding arrogant yet interesting.  I liken his chosen method of gathering the 
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audience to a brash prophet proclaiming the rough edges of his message without explanation 

in the openness of the highways and byways, and then once a crowd is gathered, he sits down 

and assumes the role of a friendly teacher, all the while keeping the students slightly off 

kilter.  His preferred way of explaining each point is to start with the conclusion for shock 

value, then to start at the beginning to build his argument using logical essays and scholarly 

quotations.  To keep the reader interested, he frequently interjects stories and quick rhetorical 

jabs relevant to the current topic. 

4. What were some key points or passages that you think are relevant for a course on the church 

and the world in the 20th and 21st centuries? 

In chapter one, Against Christianity, Leithart wrote a little skit which painted a startling 

picture of what the apostles were attempting to do by proclaiming the gospel in the first 

century cultural milieu (section 1.6).  Peter, Paul, and John are in consultation with Georgus 

Barnus, a religious marketing guru.  At the end of the meeting, Barnus in exasperation says, 

“Gentlemen, I’m very sorry.  I can’t help you.  You have completely misunderstood what 

we’re doing here.  I don’t think you’re starting another religion; you’re doing something else 

entirely.  I am a religious consultant, not a political revolutionary.  I’m afraid that we won’t 

be able to work together” (24). 

Chapter two, Against Theology, attempts to minimize the modern institutionalized and 

privatized theological enterprise and maximize the metanarrative of the biblical redemptive 

drama that surrounds and defines the Church.  Leithart pleads with us to adopt the Church’s 

alternative metanarrative and reject that of our culture.  “What is disturbing is that the Church 

has accepted the liberal democratic story as her own, thereby permitting herself to become an 

appendage to American culture.  This is a product of the heresy of Christianity.  It is a 
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product of theology.  We adopt the culture’s story because we forget that we have an all-

embracing story of our own” (63). 

Chapter three, Against Sacraments, is an attack on the soullessness of modernity and its 

lack of civic ritual to bind the community together.  According to Leithart, the sacraments, 

from the viewpoint of the first century Greco-roman polis, were boundary markers for the 

community that both separated them from outsiders and bound participants together in 

fidelity.  Such a sacramental understanding today is surely necessary to recover the life of the 

Church as a holy community that stands apart yet facing the surrounding culture.  “Liturgical 

or ritual theology is one of the chief fronts in the Church’s war against the heresy of 

Christianity.  Which is to say, liturgical theology is one of the chief fronts in the war against 

secular modernity” (82). 

Chapter four, Against Ethics, strives to lift Christian ethics out of the private and into the 

public community of the Church.  Leithart argues that it is here, in the Church, where the 

ethos of God is rightly put on display for the world to see.  “The first and chief defense of the 

gospel, the first ‘letter of commendation’ not only for Paul but for Jesus, is not an argument 

but the life of the Church conformed to Christ by the Spirit in service and suffering.  A 

community of sinners whose corporate life resembles Christ—that is the Church’s first 

apologetic.  The very existence of such a city is our main ‘argument’” (99-100). 

In chapter five, For Constantine, Leithart asserts that the Church’s mission is to convert 

the society.  This is something Christianity cannot do.  “Christianity cannot carry out this 

mission, because Christianity proposes only ideas; it does not form a world or a city.  

Christianity offers the Church only as a new sort of religious association, not as a new, 
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eschatological ordering of human life” (123).  Accordingly, the Church is to relate to the 

world by peaceably yet subversively converting it! 

5. Internal positive assessment:  Assuming the author’s point of view and being aware of what 

the author hoped and intended to do, write at least two paragraphs about some strengths of 

the text.  To what extent did the author “pull it off” and accomplish a significant part of what 

she or he intended? 

Leithart prefaced his argument by stating that this book is not intended to be thoroughly 

researched or carefully nuanced, but rather is more like theological bricolage or haiku.  He 

succeeds in the target form and also in its intended effect on the reader.  He indeed does take 

strange paths to conclusions and obtuse views at his subjects. 

Leithart arrives at the conclusion of his primary thesis (that modern Christianity is a great 

heresy) by first defining his terminology (which is equivalent to traditional Christianity 

except in definition), establishing the plausibility of his thesis (which takes some 

considerable effort in the first chapter), and then tackling several traditional elements of 

Christianity (theology, sacraments, ethics, and culture/society).  His task is to reform the 

Church’s understanding of our purpose and mission in the world by returning us to the 

meaning of the radical gospel of Jesus Christ, as it was understood in the world of the first 

century.  This socio-cultural aspect of his argument lends power to his desire to alter (or at 

least establish doubt in) the reader’s presuppositions regarding Christian faith and practice.  

He may not succeed in completely converting his audience, but he does not intend to.  

Instead, Leithart’s purpose is to slap us across the face and wake us up to consider an 

alternative view of Christian life that the Church has largely forgotten.  He whets our appetite 

for exploring another Christian banquet of ideas that many of us didn’t even know existed. 
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6. Internal negative assessment:  Assuming the author’s point of view and being aware of what 

the author hoped and intended to do, write at least two paragraphs about some weaknesses 

of the text.  How many of your reservations about the text can be expressed from a point of 

view intrinsic to the text or assuming the author’s point of view? 

Sometimes an author who thrives on arresting the reader’s attention by assaulting their 

senses goes too far or crosses the line of taste at inopportune moments.  Leithart does not 

completely avoid this temptation, for near the end of the book he includes a parable akin to 

Jonah preaching to Nineveh, and resorts to ascribing profanity to the irritated prophet 

Stanley’s lips (135).  The parable as it stands is powerfully provocative, and perhaps would 

remain appropriately confrontational if it stood on its own, but as it appears in print at the end 

of the book, it feels unnecessary and may even be a strategic misstep.  I can imagine a reader 

who has slowly warmed to Leithart’s delivery being irrevocably turned away by such 

verbiage.  Then again, perhaps Leithart considered the cost of losing some disciples and thus 

decided to “prune the vine” at this point in the book.  Jesus certainly was not against 

offending and thus losing “followers” who did not really believe. 

In my opinion, Leithart didn’t provide enough argumentation, explanation, and examples 

in his discussion on theological typology.  Two pages are simply not sufficient to convince 

the reader that “typology is one of the chief weapons in the Church’s war against secular 

modernity” (58).  I also get the sense that Leithart’s crusade against modern theology is a bit 

like the dog barking at the moon.  What are we to think of a theologian who complains of the 

theological enterprise?  For example, he laments that Christian theological tomes do not use 

the same terminology as the words in a Bible concordance (2.7-10).  But is this evidence that 

they are not talking about the same worlds?  Maybe to some extent, but I suspect that two 
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millennia of the theological enterprise has created the need to offer distinctions and new 

terminology since the definitions of biblical words (i.e., gospel, Christ, atonement) are hotly 

contested. 

7. External positive evaluation:  From your perspective and evaluating things in terms of your 

own commitments and purposes, what are some strengths of the text?  Please write at least 

two paragraphs. 

As I survey the state of the American evangelical church in general, I am more 

discouraged than encouraged with the depth and clarity of the “prophetic” writing produced 

today.  In this context, Leithart’s message is both refreshing and encouraging because he does 

not bemoan ugly symptoms, but rather calls for a more radical and foundational overhaul of 

our vision for the Church.  The rich liturgical and ritual tradition of historic Christianity is 

fast becoming a museum exhibit in our day as the Church redefines and reconstructs what it 

means to worship and “be the church” in the world according to modernist and postmodernist 

paradigms.  I am encouraged that Leithart demonstrates that he is aware of the ideas of other 

Christian traditions, for this sharpens his perception of the problem of the Church in relation 

to the world, and the reader is left with an enhanced view of the gospel from multiple 

perspectives. 

This full-orbed gospel also promises the blessings of a true and loving community, a 

covenantal body of real people faithfully living out the implications of the gospel with each 

other.  In a culture as fractured, individualistic, and lonely as ours, a gospel-framed 

community serving the living God is attractive indeed.  Leithart’s vision points us in that 

direction by returning us to the message of Christ and the apostles.  That gospel message of 
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the coming City of God originally sounded revolutionary, but it was not a revolt for 

revolution’s sake, but rather against the insidious City of Man. 

8. External negative evaluation:  From your perspective and evaluating things in terms of your 

own commitments and purposes, what are some weaknesses of the text?  Please write at least 

two paragraphs. 

Leithart has aligned himself with the Federal Vision movement and shares many of its 

concerns, including stressing the objectivity of the covenant and the importance of viewing 

the Church as a community.  These doctrines are important and the Church is impoverished 

without them, but a common criticism of the Federal Vision (and one which may be leveled 

at this text) is that the pendulum may have swung too far to the other extreme.  One gets the 

sense reading Against Christianity that personal piety and spiritual disciplines are not a part 

of the Christian life.  Christianity is certainly not individualistic, but it is not just the 

corporate Church that relates to God.  Each person is accountable to his Creator to be in right 

relationship with Him.  The Faith is contained in the Church, but each individual is called to 

have a personal faith.  I’m sure Leithart would agree, but in a text that offers a less common 

vision of the life of the Church, perhaps a chapter titled “Against Piety” would have been 

helpful to provide balance. 

I’m also left with a nagging sense of angst—how now shall we live?  Leithart should 

have given us something practical since he is calling for a gospel revolution.  If I’m a pastor, 

what are some first steps in framing such a community?  For the layman, how should I carry 

this transformative message into my family, my vocation, and my congregation?  A how-to 

list would be crass in such a book, so too would be a list of thoughtful questions.  I’m not 
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sure what Leithart could have done to give us something practical, but I’m still left 

wondering. 
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