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Though some Evangelicals are uncomfortable by the term “missional,” we have a thing or two to 
learn from the stream of church labeled by some as missional-incarnational. In particular, I think 
we have much to learn from Michael Frost’s Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian 
Culture. And though I certainly have issues with some of his thoughts, there is a good deal to 
learn and seek to implement in our churches from this work. In particular, Evangelicals1 need to 
hear what he has to say about Christendom, his critique of some of the “trendy” ways of doing 
church, Incarnational-Mission, “Third Places,” “Communitas,” and “Liminality.” 

Highlights of the Book 

In chapter one, Frost analyzes Christendom and what he deems the “institutionalized church.” 
Frost points out that Christendom, brought on by the Edict of Milan, ushered in a church that was 
no longer dynamic and revolutionary. Instead, the Church became institutionalized and a place 
that everyone by birth became a member. He says, “The death of Christendom removes the final 
props that have supported the culturally respectable, mainstream, suburban version of 
Christianity… wherein church attendance has very little effect on lifestyles… with the death of 
Christendom the game is up. There’s less and less reason for such upstanding citizens to join 
with the Christian community for the sake of respectability or acceptance… leaving only the 
faithful behind to rediscover the Christian experiences as it was intended: a radical, subversive, 
compassionate community of followers of Jesus” (p.7-8). Unfortunately, many Evangelicals are 
still living as if in a Christendom context, which leaves us with nominal Christians worshiping in 
nominal churches. We have to seek ways to overcome this mentalitys by making discipleship as 
costly as Jesus says it will be and by instructing our people, that church is not a one-time event at 
a building on Sunday. But therein lies the challenge and the blessing, if we will break free from 

                                                            
1 By “Evangelical,” 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faith, 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Death, 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Second Coming. 



this we may see more radical followers with authentic Christian lives that are both attractional 
and missional, and that is what Frost is calling us to.  

In the next chapter, he tells us what will move us past the stranglehold of Christendom. He says 
it will happen through recapturing the radical nature and person of Christ. This means, according 
to Frost, that we must rid ourselves of the effeminate Christ of our culture. He says this will 
make us missional, being where the lost are, as we seek to be like the one who hung out with 
sinners. He also points out that the life of Christ helps us shatter the divide between the 
sacred/non-sacred. I think this is essential to Southern Baptist life, because we have for too long 
seen Sunday as the day of “worship” and then the rest of the week something else. So, for 
example, evangelism becomes something we “do” rather than a life we live, and we see 
evangelism as merely getting the lost in the church door on Sunday. We see church as the place 
where we wear our “best” because we want to honor God on that day with our “best,” and as a 
result, we set up a life that sees the other days of the week as having little to do with God or His 
presence in our lives. In addition, we rarely engage our church community outside of the church 
building, and so we certainly do not reflect the community aspect of the church in the book of 
Acts. Instead, we must see all of life as worship and the church as something we “are” not 
something we go “to.” 

 In chapter 3, he delivers a stinging critique of some modern, “hip” ways of doing church. He 
tells the story of an innovative pastor who thought Frost would be impressed that their church 
had recently driven a tank on stage as part of the Sunday morning festivities. He simply asks the 
questions, “Do you think Jesus would do such a thing… Driving a tank into the pulpit might be 
cool (well, it would certainly grab everyone’s attention, I suppose), but is it a reflection of the 
Christ?” (50-51). He continues, “If you cant picture Jesus driving a tank or pouring millions of 
dollars into new church-building projects, then you are forced to allow the dangerous ancient 
stories to judge the insipid contemporary ones” (51). He says much of these kinds of activities 
demonstrate that we are captivated by the culture.  

Instead of these huge attractional shows, we must be about “Incarnational Mission,” being where 
the lost are. An Incarnational approach will contain four elements: 

1) Active sharing of life 
2) Use of the language and thought forms of those we are sharing Jesus with 
3) Preparedness to go to the people 
4) Confidence in the gospel being communicated by ordinary means of servanthood, good 

deeds, and loving relationships 

Based on his thoughts of incarnational ministry he introduces the term “third places.” Third 
places are where people regularly hang out with friends and let their guards down. So, first place 
is home, second place is work, and the third place is bars, coffee shops, cafés, and more. He is 
calling for the believing community to engage these places. He points out that the problem with 



church is that we fill the week with so many programs that our members never engage these 3rd 
places. Instead, we need to meet and form relationships with the lost in these “3rd places.” That 
may mean doing something like putting your children in a community basketball league instead 
of an “Upward’s” basketball league, or having small group times at local coffee shops and 
engaging the management and patrons.  

In chapter five, Frost introduces two concepts that are worth the book, “Communitas” and 
“Liminality.” He says of communitas, “communitas denotes an intense feeling of social 
togetherness and belonging, often in connection with religious rituals, in which people stand 
together ‘outside’ society, and society is strengthened by this” (110). He believes that this 
communitas is stronger than just community. He believes community for its own sake eventually 
breaks down or I would add in church, community moves to sectarianism. Instead, he says this a 
call for community that is strengthened by the Mission. And this is where he introduces 
Liminality; liminality is caused when a group of people is moving between two stages. The 
example he uses is that of the boys becoming men in an African Culture who are taken outside 
the camp to be taught the ways of men in their society. They are in a liminal stage in which they 
are no longer part of society as they were, nor as they will be, but instead, “In the period of 
liminality, the initiates progressively achieved a release from conformity to general norms and 
experienced a profound and collective sentiment for each other. This sense of ‘supercommunity’ 
also included or was stimulated by the quest for and presence of a sacred space, god, or 
spirit…this wonderful experience of interconnectedness between initiates ‘communitas’” (109-
110). Other examples of Liminality can be the kind of bond formed by military platoons, sport’s 
teams, and missionary communities. He breaks down the differences between community and 
communitas, community is inward focused whereas communitas is about social togetherness 
outside of society. He continues, community is focused on encouraging one another whereas 
communitas focuses on the task at hand, community is a safe place whereas communitas pushes 
society forward, and finally community is something to be built whereas communitas is 
experienced through liminality. He points out that practically speaking churches will begin to 
sense liminality as they engage in mission trips together and church planting. These must be 
missions that are tough to undertake and demanding, but bring the community together around a 
radical sense of mission. Unfortunately, Christendom Christianity values safety over mission and 
liminality, especially with our teenagers. He concludes the chapter by indicating that many 
churches have it backwards, thinking they have to get their stuff straight before they get on 
Mission, and instead they need to get on mission to get stuff in order. I think the importance of 
Liminality for our people is that it should move us from non-missional to missional and from 
community to communitas. That will help us form a radical bond and a radical sense of mission 
that will energize our churches and as we engage in these tough liminal mission endeavors it will 
break us from our nominal, Christendom Christianity. 

In chapter 6, entitled “Fashioning Collectives of Exiles,” he tells of an African Native who 
church plants. He reports that this man simply shares the gospel with many people until he has a 



group of fresh believers and then turns them into a church. He says movements like this are 
“popping” up all over the world and he labels this group “neo-apostolics.” He says these groups 
are spreading rapidly in places like Africa and China, and they are doing so without seminaries, 
books, and conferences. Although, again he never really points out what these churches look like 
(will say more about the neo-apostolics in the “Frustrations” Section below) 

In the next few chapters, Frost challenges believers to be generous, practice hospitality, and work 
righteously. The next section calls for mercy ministry action. He calls for believers to critique 
and work to stop injustice around the world, he calls for believers to practice creation care, and 
finally to protect the oppressed. The final section critiques the passivity of our times of worship 
and the nature of our songs in worship. Finally, he criticizes our view of God and Christ. He 
rightly asserts that too much of our worship focuses on our reactions to God or how God makes 
us feel, rather than focusing on the nature and attributes of God. In addition, he deconstructs the 
idea of treating Christ as our boyfriend. He says that only when we see the relationship as 
committed like a strong marriage rather than an infatuation will we be able to be the insurgents 
to within the host culture we need to be.  

There is much more to the book, I have only interacted with some of the highlights. It is worth 
the read and should challenge you as you think about how we will “be” the church in an 
increasingly post-Christian age.   

Frustrations with the Book 

However, there are some frustrations with this work. He rightly critiques the church in the west 
for being captured by modernity, but he in turn needs to be careful that he is not captured B Post-
modnerity. I think in some ways you see this effecting his hermeneutic, as he seems to be 
egalitarian. Another big problem I have is with his social views. I think he rightly critiques the 
church for being far to little concerned with the poor and helpless, but in all this political rhetoric 
that I am hearing from this so-called “new evangelicalism,” it is frustrating not to hear them talk 
about abortion. Frost barely mentions abortion and really gives very little of a moral judgment of 
it. If we are going to be about the poor and defenseless, as this left agenda is calling for our 
conversation has to start with babies being killed in the womb. Indeed, fighting for abortion, 
orphan care, prostitution of children, oppression, and defending the helpless should all go hand 
in hand. I think this creeping agenda needs to be very careful to not sell their souls to the left as 
they most of the time rightly accuse conservative evangelicalism of selling their souls to the 
“right.” 

In addition, he is writing a work about Ecclesiology but never mentions church leadership (other 
than to degrade it as being a trained professional that is always a man, this seems to forget that 
Paul used an awful lot of ink speaking about characteristics of an elder), regenerate membership 
(or membership at all for that matter, though it seems the Author of Hebrews is concerned about 
our involvement in the Church), church discipline, or Preaching (other than to again degrade it as 



being a monologue by a trained professional). I think that his ecclesiology is to loose and that 
makes sense since he says he is calling for a “liquid church.” I also have some frustration with 
his thoughts on the “neo-apostolics.” Though I think the International Mission Board of the 
Southern Baptist Convention rightly has a mentality similar to this African Church Planter 
mentioned previously, this movement seems to miss the fact that Paul calls for no “recent 
convert” to be in a place of leadership. These rapid growing movements run the danger of 
syncretism because they place baby believers in places of leadership. He tries to quell concerns 
about heresy showing up in movements like these, but does so with no documentation or writing 
to back it up. Regardless, I think we have something to learn here about not relying on books, 
seminaries, buildings, conferences, and the like. And we can learn from the strategy in place, but 
we just need to make sure that the Missionary/Church Planter sticks around and pours his life 
into those people until they are healthy enough to lead a church. Healthier churches will beget 
healthier churches.  

What We Need to Learn 

So what do we have to learn from missional/incarnational stream? I think a good deal.  

1. To Be Missional- (by missional I mean considering ourselves missionaries in the culture 
we live and by implication finding the places in or culture where the lost are and 
engaging them there, as Jesus did.) We have to learn that all our programs, though there 
is nothing inherently wrong about them, distract us from being like Jesus and engaging 
the Lost where they are. That might mean less programs at a church building and actually 
engaging the lost at the “third places” Frost mentions.  

2. We Don’t Go To Church, We Are the Church- “Being the Church” is not a one-time a 
week “event” on Sunday morning. We have to remove ourselves from our insulated 
“Christian bubble” that is most of our churches and engage the tough, dangerous places 
where the lost are waiting.  

3. We are Called to be a Missional-Community- We are to love one another, serve one 
another, be about “undefiled religion,” be on mission together, and I would add what he 
leaves out, worship corporately together.  This will help us navigate the small pathway 
between syncretism and sectarianism, but that is why we are to do this in community and 
hold one another accountable.  

4. We Must Break Down the Secular/Sacred Divide- We must begin to see all of life, 
every activity as an act of worship. That will change how we work, play, live, and think.  

5. We Need to be Much More Dangerous- We also need to learn to have a much more 
dangerous mentality, in our singing and in our critiques of the host culture. A sissified 
Jesus and love songs to Him will not cut it. Instead, we are to engage the tough places 
and dirty places.  

6.  We Will Avoid the “Showy” Mentality of Much Modern Church- We must learn that 
large shows that pander to our consumer nature will not create the kind of disciples that 



are ready to suffer for the faith. Instead, we are called to something much more radical 
than tanks on a stage; we are called to follow in the footsteps of the meek Nazarene.  

 


