
Recreation vs. Amusement
Christopher Smith

     As the Holidays and our winter vacations are almost upon us again, I wanted to share a couple
of related thoughts that have been pestering me recently. These thoughts revolve around the issue
of how we spend our free time. Maybe it’s different for you, but for me one of the things that I’m
most selfish about is my free time. So I got to thinking about it recently and the more I mulled it
over, the more a distinction started to emerge, the distinction between amusement and recreation.
On first thought these two terms might appear to you to be synonymous, but they seem to me to
represent two different attitudes with which we approach our free time. Allow me to explain…

      Amusement has at its roots the prefix “a-” (which means “not”, as in the word atypical) and the
word “muse” (which in its verb form means to think or ponder). Putting these pieces together, we
can define amusement as an activity done without thinking, or – as it is common to say – a mindless
activity. Amusement therefore is a sort of escapism, through which we can escape the realities of
the day by turning off our minds. It is a selfish fear of the realities of life, and a subsequent lack of
trust in God’s provision, that leads us to want to escape into amusement. There is therefore little or
no support in the Scriptural story for amusement. If it is our minds that are being transformed
(Rom. 12:2), then are we standing in active resistance to that transformation when we seek to “turn
off” our minds? Furthermore, the New Testament stories of Jesus and the Apostles demonstrate
that their lives were lived with a purpose, and if we likewise are seeking to live according to the
Reign of God in all things, can we justify the purpose-less-ness of amusement? Indeed, it is the
very purpose-less-ness of amusement that makes us vulnerable to all sorts of evils. How much
gratuitous violence and sensuality – in the forms of music, television, movies, books, magazines,
etc. – have we subjected ourselves to under the guise of amusement? For me, the answer is “way
too much.”

      In contrast, the roots of the word recreation indicate that it means the process of being created
again. Maybe I am off-base here, but it seems that being created anew is an essential part of the
process of transformation to which we are called. Although God could not literally be created
again, I would argue that God’s resting on the seventh day of creation was a form of recreation and
was intended for us as a model of the recreated life. The Jewish people demonstrated their commit-
ment to recreation through their practice of the Sabbath. Of course in recreation, it is God and not
ourselves who is doing the re-creating. Thus, in contrast to the purpose-less-ness of amusement,
recreation involves a very intentional act of allowing God to re-create us. Recreation is, as I under-
stand it, rest and renewal that serves the purposes of the life of the Kingdom; it is reflective and
serves the purposes of the Body, rather than the selfish fears of the individual.

      The difference between amusement and recreation lies more in the realm of attitudes than it
does in practices. Reading a novel or watching a movie can be a recreational activity, if we are
willing to engage our minds and think about what is being communicated through the medium of
the book or movie. On the other hand, the gathering of our community can become a haven for
amusement, if our purposes are nothing more than having “a good time” together. So this winter as
our minds turn once again to vacations, let us think about how we are spending our “free time”.
What habits of ours tend toward amusement, and which ones toward recreation? How can we help
each other to begin to move away from amusement and toward practices of recreation? How do we
become a people that encourages both corporate and personal reflection?

      May we allow God to recreate us and may His Reign be known more fully in the midst of
our congregations.
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Selling out the Church:
The Dangers of ChurchMarketing

Philip Kenneson and James Street
Softcover. Wipf and Stock, 2003, 176pp.

If you are looking for an essential corrective to contemporary church
growth mania, you definitely have one in this book. From the gra-
cious Foreword written by the incisive Stanley Hauerwas to the solid

ecclesiology found in the Conclusion, this compact work guides the reader through
the many versions of today’s church, always faithful to the written Word of God and
always mindful of the Church’s identity as the embodiment of the incarnate Word of
God, Jesus. The irenic spirit of both authors lingers throughout, but the destructive
consequences of church marketing are confronted head-on. Of course, the work of
George Barna gets mentioned with frequency, but Barna’s character is never ques-
tioned. Target marketing, change, user-friendliness, baby boomers and strategic plan-
ning management all make their appearance, and all are fairly scrutinized. However,
the clearest critique is saved for the last chapter when Kenneson and Street offer the
“embodied question mark” as an alternative to “the responsive church”. This book is
perfect for beginning a turnaround in peoples’ minds as it relates to the direction
Evangelicalism has traveled in the past three or four decades.

Our Price $15    (Retail Price $21.  You save 28%)

Christianity Incorporated:
How Big Business is Buying the Church

Michael Budde and Robert Brimlow
Hardcover.  Brazos.  2002, 191 pp.

Budde and Brimlow in this book want to expose us to one the “Powers”
we have accepted for so long in North America.  It is capitalism!  Not
being alarmist, they take a critical look at the Catholic and Protestant ac-
ceptance of capitalism.  Examining the increasing corporate take over of

funeral homes, the spiritual helpers employed for better production in large corporations, and
the impotence of the churches, many questions are raised.  At first, it may take you back a
little at some of the things they bring to light, but is well worth getting the salt in the wound.

Budde and Brimlow do not let us hanging in the end.  They take a look at how the local
churches are being expressions of Christ.  Suggestions are also offered.  It is possible for the
church to be a redeeming community, and not so much a chaplain to society and capitalism.

Our Price $10    (Retail Price $22.99.  You save over 55%)
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Powers, Weakness and the Tabernacling of God
   Marva Dawn.
   Softcover. Eerdmans, 2001, 184pp.

This book may well be the most transformative book that I have read in the
last two years. In its pages, Dawn paints a picture of the Church, specifically
describing how God works in the world through His people. However, this
description turns all conventional wisdom on its head. In short, Dawn’s the-
sis is that God lives among us and works through us to the extent that we are
living in our human weakness and brokenness.  The Church – as Dawn de-

scribes – is marked by its submission; it no longer needs to seize power or to control. As follow-
ers of Christ, we have been set free through the death and resurrection of Jesus. It is precisely
through the death and resurrection of Jesus that the powers of the world have been conquered
and promised their ultimate demise (cf. Col. 2:11, esp. v. 15). Through Christ’s victory, we have
been set free to live and serve sacrificially as Jesus did. We have been nailed to the cross with
Jesus and it is no longer we who live but Christ who lives in and through us. This Pauline idea is
the basis for the “theology of weakness” that Dawn develops in this book. To the extent that we
are living as a people gathered in weakness, to that extent will God be pleased to dwell (or to use
Dawn’s word, to “tabernacle” among us). The full power of God that raises the dead and heals
the sick lives in our midst, Dawn says, when we gather as weak and broken people.  This may
perhaps be the most significant theological book written in the last five years. Our churches
cannot afford to ignore its call to live in weakness and brokenness.

Our Price $13    (Retail Price $17.  You save 23%)

The Body of Compassion:
Ethics, Medicine and the Church
        Joel James Shuman

Hardcover.  Westview.  2002, 216 pp.

This book is a wonderful treatise on the problems of modern medicine and
how the Church is uniquely posed to transcend such problems. The primary
problem that Shuman identifies is that medicine typically attempts to apply
technology to a patient’s disease, without taking into consideration the per-

son in which the disease resides. This tendency is — Shuman argues — simply another incarna-
tion of the modern world’s separation of mind and body; i.e., the body is treated medically as if
it were an entity isolated from whole person. In the book’s introduction, Shuman summarizes
how the Church has a different perspective on illness and suffering: “What finally matters
when Christians are sick or dying is not simply that they get well right away or die quickly,
painlessly, in control and without being a burden to others, but that they remain faithful to
their most basic convictions about what it means to worship a crucified God.”

Shuman  demonstrates a rich knowledge of bioethics and the history and philosophy of medi-
cine. He makes his points poignantly, but his arguments are richly flavored with snippets from
the fiction and social commentary of Wendell Berry, stories from his own experience as well as
that of the Catholic novelist Flannery O’Connor, and the founder of the L’arche Christian com-
munities, Jean Vanier.

Our Price $7    (Retail Price $25.  You save over 70%)
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Water, Faith and Wood:
Stories of  the Early
Church’s Witness for
Today
     Christopher Smith
    Softcover, Doulos
    Christou, 2003.

Water, Faith, and Wood attempts to
bring the early Church to life. The book is split into
two halves. In the first part of the book, Smith
chooses to focus on three particular elements of
the early Church: baptism, faith, and the cross (or
suffering). The second half of the book is
comprised entirely of the ancient, original sources
(in translation). Here we find Clement’s Epistle
to the Corinthians,  Tertullian’s On Prayer and
On Patience, the account of the Martyrdom of
Ignatius, and dozens of other primary sources.  The
finest part of this book, however, is the way that these
writings are made applicable to us, today, in our
situation. We put down this book having read it,
knowing that the things contained within demand a
response, one way  or the other. And this is what makes
Water, Faith, and Wood so powerful, and so deserving
of repeated readings in the coming months and years.

Our Price $10
 (Retail Price $17.95 You save over 40%)

All on Fire:
William Lloyd Garrison
and the Abolition of
Slavery
     Henry Mayer
     Softcover,  St. Martins,
    2000.

This is the authoritative biography on the
abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, who not only
opposed slavery but also was radically committed
to all forms of peace.  You will not want to miss
the captivating story of the man who once said:
“[W]e can allow no appeal to patriotism, to
revenge any national insult or injury. The Prince
of Peace, under whose stainless banner we rally,
came not to destroy, but to save, even the worst
of enemies. He has left us an example, that we
should follow his steps.”

Our Price $6
 (Retail Price $24.95 You save over 75%)

Communities of Faith
and Radical
Discipleship: Jurgen
Moltmann and Others
     G. McLeod Bryan
     Hardback,
     Mercer UP, 1986.

In Communities of Faith and Radical
Discipleship, we get to hear about what is
inherently political in the message of the Cross.
Above all, we are challenged by the critical
observations of Jurgen Moltmann’s political
theology, a “Theology of Hope.”  As Moltmann
clearly views all things through the lens of the
Cross, from “The Cross and Civil Religion” and
The Crucified Christ, Moltmann maintains, “The
Cross of Christ is the beginning point and the
criterion for a Christian political theology” (p38).
This book encapsulates the central message of
the Cross in our discipleship towards a more
Christ-likeness.  This little book encourages a
more complete awareness of how our individual
actions affect others in the everyday while it also
does not fail to telescope out into a more
comprehensive look at the Church in the world.

Our Price $5
 (Retail Price $24.95 You save over 75%)

Shadow Work.
     Ivan Illich
     Hardback,
     Marion Boyars,
    1981.

This is a powerful book, and it
clearly illustrates why parallels are often drawn
between Illich and the social criticism of Jacques
Ellul.  Illich’s arguments against the economics
of the nation-state and for the “vernacular”
economics of the household economy come as a
refreshing message in the present age of
globalization and imperial expansion.  Illich has
a superb understanding of history, which he
skillfully puts to use in defense of his arguments.
This book is a must read for anyone struggling
to understand their place amidst the economic
powers of the world.

Our Price $5
 (Retail Price $24.95 You save over 75%)


