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years), tears are rarely seen on the 
news. They put on a brave face, akin to 
the British stiff upper lip. More than 
the British, though, the Japanese seem 
to be comfortable with talking about 
death. As one Japanese friend put it, ‘In 
Japan, there is plenty of opportunity 
to die!’

This is not simply a passive fatalism. 
All over the country resounds the 
slogan, Gambaro, Nippon! – ‘Don’t give 
up, Japan!’ Most shops have collection 
pots. Many charity concerts are being 
held. Famous sportsmen are playing 
sports with children in the affected 
area, many of whom are orphaned. 
The ‘Fukushima 50’ have shown 
great courage as they try to bring the 
reactors under control.

Large quantities of aid supplies have 
been sent to the area, and not just by 
Christians. In fact, the Yakuza (the 
Japanese mafia) were the quickest 
to respond, sending truckloads of 
aid within hours of the calamity. 

The Japanese collectivist sense of 
group identity and harmony has been 
showcased to the world.

Getting back to nature

However, all this might not be an 
entirely good thing. While many people 
are praying that these events will 
stir people from their complacency 
and false hopes in the gods of Shinto, 
Buddhism and materialism, these 
reactions could be showing quite the 
opposite. There seems to be a pride in 
being Japanese and being able to cope 
in such dire circumstances. People 
are chatting in the public baths about 
how this disaster happened because 
of a neglect of the nature worship of 
Shinto, and about the need to get back 
to their Shinto heritage.

In apparent paradox with the 
gambaro spirit, there is also much 
fear. Fear of more or even bigger 
earthquakes. Fear of a Chernobyl, or 
even of an Hiroshima-type nuclear 
explosion. At the time of writing (mid 
May), the nuclear situation is still 
critical. And why not be fearful, if your 
gods are unpredictable, not always 
loving or good and have no power to 
control the elements? ‘For their rock is 
not as our Rock’ (Deuteronomy 32:31).

In contrast, the God of the Bible is 
loving, good, wise, sovereign over all 
of nature – and so can be trusted. But 
also, if he is that powerful, he is the one 
to be feared. Even more so, because, 
although earthquakes can kill the body, 
we should ‘fear him who, after he has 

killed, has authority to cast into hell. 
Yes, I tell you, fear him!’ (Luke 12:5).

It is interesting that this earthquake 
hit the least churched area among the 
largest unreached people group. Jesus 
said that we should regard events like 
this as a warning to us all: ‘unless you 
repent, you will all likewise perish’ 
(Luke 13:5).

It is also a reminder that we are in the 
last days, experiencing the beginnings 
of the birth pains (Mark 13:8), so we 
must be on guard, stay awake and 
ready for the end. But there are some 
who, having seen God’s judgment in 
a great earthquake, would still rather 
call on the mountains to fall on them 
than to face the wrath of the Lamb 
(Revelation 6:12-17).

Hope for repentance

There are reasons to be optimistic, 
though. Never before has there been 
so much prayer for Japan across the 
world. There are some signs that God 
is using these events to work in people. 
A Japanese friend asked me, ‘Where is 
God in all this?’ Churches in the area 
who previously had no contact with 
their neighbours are able to minster 
to them in their need and tell them of 
Christ.

A missionary friend wrote an article 
several years ago about a hymn written 
during the great Tokyo earthquake 
of 1923. The hymn is about the cross 
shining brightly, standing on swaying 
ground, bringing comfort. That same 
friend was surprised to meet a non-

A Japanese friend 
asked me, ‘Where 
is God in all this?’ 
Churches in the area 
who previously had 
no contact with their 
neighbours are able 
to minster to them 
in their need and tell 
them of Christ.
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Christian who turned up at her church 
clutching that article, feeling the need 
to pray.

We have been reminded of the folly 
of chasing after the newer, bigger and 
better flat-screen TV, luxury car or 
ideal home (not a uniquely Japanese 
temptation!). Whether those things 
will last until tomorrow is not certain. 
We have been reminded of the fragility 
of this fleeting life. We are certain that 
we are small and cannot take on the 
forces of creation, let alone the Creator. 
So we pray this for the Japanese, as 
well as for ourselves:

They saw the deeds of the Lord,
his wondrous works in the deep.
For he commanded and raised the 
	 stormy wind,

which lifted up the waves of the sea.
They mounted up to heaven; they went 
	 down to the depths;
their courage melted away in their evil 
	 plight...
Then they cried to the Lord in their 
	 trouble,
and he delivered them from their 
	 distress.
He made the storm be still,
and the waves of the sea were hushed.
Then they were glad that the waters 
	 were quiet,
and he brought them to their desired 
	 haven.
Let them thank the Lord for his 
	 steadfast love,
for his wondrous works to the children 
	 of man!
Psalm 107:24-31

May they cry to the Lord, who 
alone can deliver them, not just 
from tsunamis, but from the greater 
judgment to come; who can still the 
storm and bring them to an eternal 
haven. May the public baths be filled 
with talk of turning to worship the 
Creator, rather than the creation. From 
their fearfulness and uncertainty, may 
they fear the one in whom alone we 
can be certain.

In one of the areas most devastated 
by the earthquake, a local church still 
stands even though its building was 
destroyed. The church community is a 
powerful testimony to the promise of 
Jesus that he will build his church and 
nothing will prevail against it.
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Toleration of the 
different beliefs of others 
is so deeply ingrained 
into the secular mindset, 
it is widely believed to 
have been invented by 
secularists. Peter Sanlon, 
who lectures in doctrine 
and church history at Oak 
Hill, traces its roots to a 
rather different source.

Jeremy 
Taylor and 
the roots of 
toleration
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Our secular age prides itself on 
its supposed virtue of tolerance. 
Christians are accused of intolerance 
– evidenced by the Crusades and 
Reformation executions. That 
Christians have in the past used state 
laws to silence and punish theological 
opponents cannot be denied. However, 
the modern practice of crediting 
secularism with inventing toleration 
ought to be challenged.

Forty-three years before John Locke 
wrote his Letters of Toleration, an 
Anglican bishop, Jeremy Taylor, made a 
seminal argument for tolerating people 
whose beliefs differ from our own.

Taylor hailed from Cambridge 
and studied there as a poor scholar. 
Ordained at the unusually young age 
of 21, Taylor’s wit brought him to the 
attention of Archbishop Laud. When 
Taylor stood in for a friend and gave 
a lecture at St Paul’s Cathedral, Laud 
commented that he was rather young. 
With verve and boldness, Taylor 
replied to the archbishop, ‘I humbly 
beg my grace to pardon the fault. If 
I live I shall mend it.’ Laud appears 
to have been taken with the young 
man’s forwardness. He overruled the 
warden of All Souls to grant Taylor 
a prestigious fellowship. Thereafter 
Taylor was appointed chaplain to Laud 
and Charles I.

His first wife and most of his 
children died during Taylor’s lifetime, 
leading him to frequently seek time 
with friends for distraction from 
grief. Imprisoned more than once 
– ostensibly for theological matters 

but in reality often due to his strong 
royalist links, Taylor finished his 
ministry as a Bishop in Ireland.

‘Men are too forward in 
condemning’

Jeremy Taylor’s book, A Discourse 
of the Liberty of Prophesying (i.e. 
preaching), stated its aim in a subtitle: 
‘showing the unreasonableness of 
prescribing to other men’s faith, and 
the iniquity of persecuting different 
opinions’. Taylor lived in a day in which 
Independent and Anglican ministers 
were at each others’ throats, politics 
was riven with factions, and the 
Reformation’s divisions were still felt 
keenly.

Taylor observed grimly, ‘Many 
mischiefs proceed not from this, that 
all men are not of one mind, for that 
is neither necessary nor possible, but 
that every opinion is made an article 
of faith, every article is the ground of a 
quarrel, every quarrel makes a faction, 
every faction is zealous, and all zeal 
pretends for God, and whatsoever is 
for God cannot be too much. We by this 
time are come to that pass, where we 
think we love not God except we hate 
our brother, and we have not religion 
except we persecute all but our own.’

Taylor was one of the first Christians 
to apply the implications of 1 
Corinthians 4:5 to religious disputes: 
‘Therefore judge nothing before the 
appointed time; wait until the Lord 
comes. He will bring to light what is 
hidden in darkness and will expose the 

motives of the heart. At that time each 
will receive their praise from God.’

He argued that ‘men are too forward 
in condemning, where God hath 
declared no sentence, nor prescribed 
any rule’. Despite being a noted critic 
of the errors of Roman Catholicism, 
Taylor could observe of them: ‘That 
a thing is not true, is not argument 
sufficient to conclude that he that 
believes it true is not to be endured.’

It was not just the extent of 
controversies he observed which 
moved Taylor to write On the Liberty 
of Prophesying. He also thought the 
complex nature of the Bible itself 
commended the cessation of religious 
persecution. So he argued that we 
are saved by believing the plain, 

Every opinion is 
made an article of 
faith, every article 
is the ground of 
a quarrel, every 
quarrel makes 
a faction, every 
faction is zealous, 
and all zeal pretends 
for God, and 
whatsoever is for 
God cannot be too 
much.
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fundamental truths of scripture. 
However, when we consider less clear 
‘places, which God hath left under a 
cloud, for other great ends reserved to 
his own knowledge, we shall see a very 
great necessity in allowing a liberty 
of prophesying, without prescribing 
authoritatively to their consciences 
and becoming lords and masters of 
their faith.’

Some matters in the Bible are not 
entirely clear to all sincere readers. 
This ought to caution us against 
commending religious persecution. 
Sinful human nature tends to assert 
secondary matters as primary, and 
then persecutes those who differ over 
secondaries.

While most theological debate prior 
to Taylor had focused on the mere facts 
of writers’ conclusions and beliefs, 
Taylor thought that motivations and 
culpability were part of the overall 
picture. ‘Although all heretics believe 
their errors to be true; yet there is a 
vast difference between those who 
believe so out of simplicity, and them 
who are given over to believe a lie, as a 
punishment or an effect of some other 
wickedness.’

Many in Taylor’s day thought reason 
a self-evident and reliable guide to 
truth. When a person disagreed over 
something, it could be assumed to be 
a willful lack of submission to reason’s 
dictates. Taylor warned against 
granting reason excessive respect. 
Doing so ignored the frailty and 
limitations of the very people who use 
reason: ‘It is with reason as with men’s 

tastes; although there are some general 
principles, which are reasonable to 
all men, yet every man is not able to 
draw out all its consequences, nor to 
understand them when they are drawn 
forth, nor to believe when he does 
understand them.’

These and other arguments were 
marshalled by Taylor in defense 
of the then innovative idea that 
religious toleration ought to replace 
persecution.

Room for theological refinement

It is encouraging to realise that 
granting toleration and liberty to those 
with whom we disagree theologically, 
was not the invention of secular 
thinkers. The Bible contains a fully 
sufficient revelation from God; at 
times some matters may be clouded 
in obscurity. In the fullness of time, 
God can lead his people to discern 
the implications or applications of 
matters not previously given adequate 
attention.

Taylor’s writing is eloquent and 
compelling in style. The central 
thrust of his argument is far-sighted. 
However, much room is left for 
theological refinement. If we were 
to build on his plea for toleration, 
we may wish to consider a method 
of discussing various categories for 
issues about which we could disagree, 
with perhaps more groups than the 
traditional twofold scheme of primary 
and secondary. We would also need 
to explore how issues which in one 

situation fall into one category, can in a 
different setting shift to another. All of 
this is simply to recognise that church 
history is an ongoing story, in which 
Taylor and we are but moments.

Finally, it is humbling to note that 
Taylor appears to have fallen short 
of his own clarion call for liberty 
and toleration. Like all of us, Taylor 
struggled to embody his own theology. 
As a bishop, he was noted to be rather 
authoritarian, brooking no resistance 
to his decisions. He defended 
robustly errors about original sin, 
as aggressively in the latter years of 
his life as he had pled placidly for 
toleration in his earlier years.

As bishop in Ireland he moved 
swiftly to remove non-episcopalian 
ministers from their livings, not 
pausing to await requisite legal statues 
to do so. His devotional writings were 
the best selling Christian books of 
his day, gently and wisely offering 
counsel about death and ethics. 
Yet Taylor was, by the account of 
many contemporaries, a pugnacious 
man who did not deal well with 
disagreements.

On hearing of Jeremy Taylor’s death 
in 1667, Archbishop Sheldon observed, ‘I 
am glad he left no more trouble behind 
him. He was of a dangerous temper apt 
to break out. I have had, of late years, 
much to do with him to keep him in 
order, and to find diversions for him.’ 
Which is simply to say that Taylor 
needed, as we do, the pastoral wisdom 
of his justly celebrated treatise, On the 
Liberty of Prophesying.



oakhill.ac.uk/commentary  29

I remember it so well, as if it was only yesterday. 1989, 
dressed in my full uniform, pitch black all around apart 
from the bright lamp shoved into my face, making me 
squint. The formality of having to give my name, rank and 
number. The seemingly endless interrogation over what I 
was supposed to know, with every question like an invisible 
punch pushing me further into that cold black leather chair. 

And now as I look back on that whole experience, it fills me 
with great... pride. Pride as I remember how I beat them all. 
Pride as I remember how I gave them... absolutely everything 
they wanted. Pride as I sat there at the end, my mum and 
dad applauding to the announcement: Daniel Strange, 
Southend-on-Sea, 22nd Company Boys Brigade Mastermind 
Champion. (Just for the record, my specialist subject was 
The History of the World Snooker Championship.)

OK, so I’m over-dramatizing a tad, but for me this was the 
fulfilment of a childhood dream: the amateur (and I mean 
amateur) recreation of the classic quiz show, a quiz show 
without any frivolity and without any immediate financial 
incentive, but one that imbued seriousness, gravitas, 
importance. Who wants to be a millionaire, when you can 
have the title of ‘Mastermind Champion’ and a grotesque 
glass sculpture creation?

And then there was Neil Richardson’s iconic theme 
tune, maybe the most memorable TV theme of all time, 
that pounding drum beat, invoking an oncoming army, a 

The mastermind
of history

We live in uncertain, menacing 
times, says Dan Strange. How do 
we cope in the face of secularism, 

multiculturalism, Islam 
and consumerism, 
to name just a few of 
today’s challenges?



30  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

drummer by the side of a scaffold before an execution, a 
pounding heartbeat, getting louder and louder all the time 
before the sudden destructive climax and ensuing silence. 
With good reason this theme was called ‘Approaching 
Menace’.

Approaching menace could well be the soundtrack to 
many lives in the UK as we are faced with menaces that 
seem legion: financial, political, global, technological, 
environmental. Only recently it was announced that 
prescriptions for anti-depressant drugs such as Prozac 
rose by more than 40 per cent over the past four years, due 
it is thought to the economic downturn and the cycle of 
insecurity, uncertainty and plain dread many feel as their 
lives spiral out of control and they become increasingly 
‘breathless’, constricted by circumstances seemingly out of 
their control.

For many in these situations, any thought of God is far in 
the distance because God, even if he exists, seems himself 
all too distant. God can’t help me or God won’t help me, but 
either way, this is not a God worthy of my worship. 

As Christians, do we at times entertain similar thoughts? 
For aren’t we faced with these same challenges which just 
appear overwhelming? Where is God in all this chaos?

In Isaiah 41, the Lord recreates his own Mastermind 
scenario with himself as both interrogator and contestant. 
His specialist subject is the approaching menace of one 
from the east, Cyrus of Persia, who is rapidly conquering 
all before him and creating fear and trembling among the 
watching nations, including Israel. The Lord’s first question 
is: ‘Who is behind this approaching menace?’ And his first 
answer is: ‘I am’. Correct.

Here we have an unambiguous affirmation of the 
Lord’s sovereign might and right over this event, indeed 
over all events, past, present and future. He is behind all 
rulers and empires, whether despotic or benign. Because 
we immediately find such an answer awkward and 
uncomfortable, it’s worth remembering our revision notes 
on another specialist subject: God’s sovereignty. His hand is 
behind all things, and his word is just as clear in affirming 
that individuals and nations are accountable for their 
actions and are judged accordingly.

Then we contemplate that if the Lord God is not in total 
control and is not the ultimate explanation for all events, 
then who or what is? For someone or something must 
always be an ultimate explanation. Is it that our God is 
subject to another personal god, to an impersonal fate, to 
blind chance, to our ‘free’ decisions? Surely that is far more 
concerning and uncomfortable?

If we are still in doubt concerning evidence for God’s 
sovereign reign over history, we can fast-forward to another 
interrogation, when the spokesperson of another all-
conquering world empire, Pontius Pilate, asks Jesus, ‘Don’t 
you realize I have power either to free you or crucify you?’ 
Our Lord, bloodied and beaten, and to all appearances a 
passive ‘victim’, replies, ‘You would have no power over me if 
it were not given to you from above.’
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Yes, we may not have all the answers, or know all the 
reasons – for we are not he – but it is a comfort to know that 
it is our Lord who is truly the mastermind of history. 

Our next contestant, please

Tragically, there are those who are blinded to this sovereign 
Lord behind-the-scenes, and who only see the approaching 
menace. How do they respond? Well in verses 5-7 and 21-29 
of Isaiah 41, the story takes a darkly satirical turn as we 
see the trembling nations shuffle onto the stage, looking 
for solace and encouragement in the other, giving tepid 
pep talks and looking for protection from their objects of 
devotion. These man-crafted ‘gods’ need a helping hand 
and some quick DIY to stop them falling over. And under 
interrogation about the approaching menace, they have no 
answers. They just give ‘pass’ after ‘pass’. They don’t know 
what has happened, what is happening or what will happen. 
They are ‘worthless’.

Isn’t this desperate scene all too familiar to us? Many 
people’s first resort when faced with an approaching 
menace is often their ultimate resort. They turn to those 
things they think will offer them an escape route, provide 
certainty, guarantee security, supply answers, give them 
control and soothe their fevered brows. The list of what 
they turn to is long: money, relationships, politics, software, 
education, work, sport, alcohol, drugs.

While some of these may be good things to be enjoyed, and 
while they may offer temporary relief and escape, when the 
tidal wave of life comes crashing in, as it always does, they 
are shown to be useless god-things and completely out of 
place, dashed on the rocks of reality. ‘See, they are all false!’ 
says Isaiah. ‘Their deeds amount to nothing: their images are 
but wind and confusion.’

But because we are devoted to them and really believe they 
are ‘it’, we pick up the pieces and patch them up for the next 
onslaught. We give them a second chance, and a third, and a 
fourth, and as we do we become more obsessed with them, 
more compulsive, more desperate, more fearful.

If you trust in idols you will always be afraid

Despite everything, God tells us there is comfort to be found 
in the face of the approaching menace. That comfort is 
in the one behind the approaching menace: the Lord God 
who is the mastermind of history. This awesome Lord who 
orchestrates world events is the same Lord who takes the 
hand of ‘little Israel’ and ‘worm Jacob’ and says, ‘Do not fear, I 
will help you. Do not be afraid.’ This Lord is our Lord. 

And it is this Lord, the first and the last, who in the first 
century walked out on the water to his disciples when 
they were struggling against wind and waves. They were 
terrified, believing Jesus to be an approaching menace, but 
the Lord immediately came to them and told them to take 
courage and not be afraid because he is the great ‘I am’ 
who is behind all things, even the wind and the waves. God 
comes to his people. God can help and will help. This is a God 
worthy of our worship. 

Therefore, over the wind and confusion of the claims of 
21st century false gods and false lords, and in the face of 
our continuing menaces of secularism, multiculturalism, 
Islam, modernism, postmodernism and consumerism, the 
Lord calls us, his little worm church, not to be afraid but to 
renew our strength. We are small, often tired, dispirited and 
seemingly defeated, but it is our task to proclaim the hope 
and certainty that the Lord of history offers, and to boldly 
call the nations to Jesus Christ.

Despite everything, God tells 
us there is comfort to be found 
in the face of the approaching 
menace. That comfort is in the 
one behind the approaching 
menace: the Lord God who is 
the mastermind of history.
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I was on my way to one of the 
recent church planting networking 
conferences, and being a bit early 
I stopped off for a coffee. A very 
particular coffee. Because one of these 
two books was in my bag.

At the conference, I recommended it 
to someone. And browsing the book-
table at the conference, I saw the other 
book for sale and recommended that 
to someone, too. Savvy church planters 
have both books on their desks.

Ed Stetzer is a shrewd man. To my 
mind he’s the best writer on church 
planting at the moment, and I would 
take anything he gives. His website 
(edstetzer.com) is a fascinating 
resource. But this book is slightly 
different, and when I first came across 
it I became very excited, because he 
has written just the book we’ve started 
to need.

Recently in both London and 
Birmingham, church planters have 
begun to spend time with each other, 
talking, praying and seeing how they 

might work together. Under God, it 
looks as though a movement is starting 
to happen. And that’s what Stetzer and 
Bird have observed in the US as well, 
and what some people in the UK have 
started to join in with, at Acts 29 and 
Exponential.

This book is not just a repository of 
current research and wisdom about 
planting (though there is masses of 
that). It is also about how movements 

Books Chris Green, Vice Principal of Oak 
Hill, has been reading two books 
this summer which make ideal 
reading for church planters – one 
of them written by the CEO of 
Starbucks

Viral Churches
Helping church planters become 
movement makers
Ed Stetzer and Warren Bird
Jossey Bass, 2010

Onward
How Starbucks fought for its life 
without losing its soul
Howard Schultz with Joanne Gordon
John Wiley and Sons, 2011

This book is not just a 
repository of current 
research and wisdom 
about planting. 
It is also about 
how movements 
happen, and how we 
might amplify the 
courageous impact of 
church plants.
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happen, and how we might amplify the 
courageous impact of church plants. 
If you are meeting with up a bunch of 
other church leaders to discuss these 
kind of issues, this would be a great 
book to chew over together. 

The single aspect of British 
evangelical culture that most hinders 
gospel work, in my view, is our pretence 
of amateurism. It shows itself in our 
childish dismissal of someone who has 
done serious research, or who knows 
what they are talking about. Even with 
each other, we put on a mask of, ‘Don’t 
ask me, I’m just making it up’. Which 
means we can’t learn from each other, 
and the next generation can’t learn 
from us.

We need to kill that idea, and taking a 
deep breath and deciding to learn from 
this book would be an excellent and 
bracing start. 

Of course, the book is open to the 
usual criticism that it’s about over 
‘there’ not over ‘here’, and that is 
obviously true. Up to a point. But I 
was struck that when Stetzer and Bird 
demolish many of the myths about the 
lifecycle of church plants, how similar 
the patterns are in both contexts.

The modest church plant I am a 
member of maps exactly onto the 
numerical graph for the US context. 
That doesn’t mean we are heading for a 
mega-church, and Stetzer and Bird are 
keen to encourage and value smaller 
(i.e. average-sized) churches. But they 
argue that the level of sustainability, 
and therefore the size at which we 
should plant again, is much lower 

than we might like to think. And if 
the figures do work over here as well 
as there, then we should take that 
challenge seriously. 

leadership, and if you are interested in 
that field then you will enjoy it. There 
is an extraordinary statement on the 
cover from Warren Bennis, which calls 
it, ‘the single most important book on 
leadership and change for our time and 
for every generation of leaders.’ Bennis 
is no fool in this area and I normally 
listen carefully to what he says. In 
this case I think he has overstated 
his case, but that if you want to see a 
really good case study of what the very 
best writers (say Jim Collins and John 
Kotter) do talk about, then this book 
comes into its own.

Collins’ latest book, ‘How the Mighty 
Fall’ (Random House, 2009) would be 
an especially good companion read. 
Schultz is a smart, honest, ambitious 
and reflective CEO, and not many men 
like that write books.

People are looking 
for deep human 
meaning and 
relationships, and 
they find even the 
small scraps of it 
in a coffee shop so 
markedly different 
from their otherwise 
lonely lives, that 
they think they’ve 
found God there.

Howard Schultz is also a shrewd man. 
He got to be the CEO of Starbucks. 
Twice. Here is a man, not a Christian 
as far as this book reveals, who 
is blazingly passionate about the 
company he created, rescued and 
now leads. He is not passionate about 
the coffee, primarily, but about the 
encounter between the customer 
and the multi-sensory embrace of a 
Starbucks store.

Their mission is to ‘do an 
extraordinary job of building 
emotional connections’. He means that. 
Of a staff conference, Schultz says, ‘It 
had to be visceral. Interactive. Genuine. 
Emotional. Intelligent’.

Three observations. One, this is 
a very good secular book about 
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Second, this is a book about idolatry, 
or misplaced worship. Repeatedly, 
Starbucks is described in openly 
religious terms. ‘I was promising 
revival’, the staff ‘believe’ – and in 
an extraordinary sequence about 
the rebuilding of New Orleans, they 
‘BELIEVE’. When Schultz had to close 
600 stores to keep the company afloat, 
there was international news coverage 
about the way customers wanted to 
keep them open. Daniel Henninger 
wrote in the following terms in The 
Wall Street Journal:

‘A friend said that the Starbucks 
stores’ bitter-enders reminded her of 
the protests against the closing of the 
neighborhood Catholic churches. True. 
The stores are like secular chapels. 
No sign on the wall says you must 
be quiet, polite or contemplative, but 
people are. Ritual abounds. So too 
with the refusal to walk two blocks to 
a nearby Starbucks. Back in the glory 
days, when cities had a church every 
10 blocks, no one would go to a church 
blocks away with the same service. 
They wanted their church. But they’d 
drop into a Catholic or a Presbyterian 
church anywhere in America, knowing 
the feeling would always be the same... 
I don’t go to Starbucks that much. I 
don’t go to the Baptist church either. 
But I’m glad we’ve got one just about 
everywhere.’ 

I don’t want to tut disapprovingly at 
that. I even want to lose my cynicism. 
I confess I found some of the stories 
here deeply moving, because people 
are looking for deep human meaning 

and relationships, and they find even 
the small scraps of it in a coffee shop 
so markedly different from their 
otherwise lonely lives, that they think 
they’ve found God there.

Schultz writes of a photo exhibition, 
‘Each photo and its caption was a 
reminder that every Starbucks location 
is a rare place where people who 
increasingly live their lives in front of 
screens and behind steering wheels 
can physically interact with others. 
The pictures reinforced how much a 
barista’s job matters given that he or she 
quite possibly might serve up the only 
human connection in a customer’s day.’

So, third, I wanted to say, time after 
time, ‘But that’s our job!’ Not that 
we should be serving nice coffee, or 
mistaking friendship for something 
even more profound, but that because 
Christians are genuinely related to 
the living God, and therefore to his 
people, then we should find that all 
these trace elements of common grace 
and God’s image are shiningly true of 
our churches, and all those needs for 
significance and relationship are ones 
that the Lord Jesus has arranged to be 
met in Christian fellowship. 

There’s a tragic story at the heart 
of Starbuck’s development of their 
instant coffee. The man who had the 
passion and dream for this product 
(codenamed Stardust) died within 
months of its being launched, and 
Schultz went to see him frequently 
before he died.

‘Behind closed doors, with Don lying 
covered with a blanket on a couch and 

me sitting nearby on a big chair, we 
would talk for well over an hour about 
so much more than coffee. The last 
time I saw Don was in the hospital on 
a Tuesday in early December. Standing 
at his bedside, I leaned in close. “Don, 
we are going to roll out Stardust,” I 
whispered. I wanted Don to know that 
his vision – one of so many that he had 
brought to fruition during his lifetime 
– was also becoming reality. Four 
days later, on December 8, 2007, Don 
Valencia passed away.’

Isn’t that a most tragic death bed 
scene? These men have imbued coffee 
and the way they sell it with such 
altruism and value that Schultz cannot 
imagine there could be anything more 
valuable to talk about on the brink of 
eternity. 

So, planters, here’s the task. We 
have not just to match the passion, 
ambition and hard work of Schultz, 
but to surpass it on the gospel plane. 
We have to take his ultimates of 
justice, conscience, meaning, and 
sustainability, and show how much 
more ultimate they are than he has 
imagined, when aligned with the God 
of the gospel.

We need to commit to relationships 
so the people making our espressos 
envy us. Starbucks employees are 
called partners, but we can show we 
are God’s fellow-workers, and fellow-
workers with each other too.

This summer, Howard Schultz is due 
to speak at the Willow Creek Global 
Leadership Summit. Let’s pray that Bill 
Hybels points him to Jesus.
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