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Publisher’s Note

I n the fall of 2009, Michael Spencer and I were working out the best
structure for this book. He would send me a few chapters at a time, and

I would read them as soon as they showed up in my Outlook inbox. I
loved the directness of his writing, his humor and passion, and the bold-
ness of his message.

We had made good progress on editing and sequencing the chapters
when Michael said of his book, “I could lose my job over this.” He was
only half joking. I could well imagine that some who supported the
Christian school where Michael was campus minister might not appre-
ciate his unvarnished views on the church. But he was not a writer—nor
a shepherd—who would dilute his message to pacify potential critics.

Michael had written the entire book and completed his revisions be-
fore medical tests showed that he had cancer. The disease, and not oppo-
sition to his message, is the tragedy that interrupted his work at Oneida
Baptist Institute. Cancer put a stop to his seventeen years of teaching and
disrupted his years of pioneering pastoral ministry in the lives of hun-
dreds of thousands who followed his blog (www.internetmonk.com).

I learned today that Michael, in his last months on earth, kept a
journal. At the end of this book you can read one of the entries. It is
characteristic of Michael’s devotion to God—an unflinching affirma-
tion and a benediction. But before you get to the Epilogue, allow your
thinking to be challenged and your life changed by Michael’s passionate
message that Jesus is now and always the Alpha and Omega—not just
in theory or doctrine, but in your life. Every day. “I am the Alpha and
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the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from
the spring of the water of life without payment” (Revelation 21:6).

Mere Churchianity is the only book Michael wrote. These eighteen
chapters contain the last words he approved for publication. If you don’t
already know the voice of the Internet Monk, you will discover that his
words are wise, humorous, compassionate, challenging, and welcoming.
It was my privilege to be Michael’s editor. Now it is your privilege to read
and discuss his words and to be blessed.

Ron R. Lee
Senior Editor, WaterBrook Press
April 2010 
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Introduction

The Dairy Queen Incident 

T his book began with an atheist in a Dairy Queen, thirty-three years
ago.
I was a twenty-year-old college student and youth minister at a Bap-

tist church in Kentucky. Most Sunday nights I took my rowdy and un-
spiritual youth group out for fast food as a reward for their endurance of
church and Sunday school that day. A new Dairy Queen had just opened
in our community, and I took the kids there for burgers or, if any of them
preferred, soft ice cream.

We all loved DQ, so we stayed awhile. We bought our food, ate
our food, and acted like a typical rowdy and unspiritual church youth
group. The biggest stress of the evening for me, as the responsible adult,
was some kid dumping an entire shaker of salt on a table. Having at-
tended public schools and spent my share of time in school cafeterias,
I thought nothing of it. I just left the mess for the help to clean up. We
had paid for our food and, as far as I knew, departed the DQ without
serious incident. 

On Wednesday morning I received a letter from a girl who was work-
ing at the Dairy Queen the previous Sunday evening. I don’t have that let-
ter today, but I have never forgotten its basic message. Allow me to
paraphrase:

Mr. Spencer, 

You don’t know me, but I am Jane Doe, and I work at the

Dairy Queen on Hartford Road. I was working the front this past
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2 •   I n t r o d u c t i o n

Sunday night when your youth group invaded and abused our

restaurant for an hour. You probably have no idea how rude 

they were and how much time and trouble their behavior and

destruction of property caused our business because, like every

other youth minister I see in our store, you are clueless about

anyone who isn’t in your group and blind to the behavior of

your students.

You also probably don’t know that I am a member of your

church, but for the past year I have been an atheist. The reason is

very simple: Christians like you have convinced me that God is a

myth, an excuse used by religious people to mistreat others. As

long as there are people like you and your youth group, I’ll never

come to church or believe in God again. You are petty, selfish,

and arrogant. I would rather be an atheist, no matter what the

consequences, than have people like you accept me just because I

was a “Christian.”

I know you won’t contact me, and you’ll probably throw this

letter away and forget it, but just remember that when you and

your youth group are being destructive and inconsiderate, there

are people like me looking at you and making up our minds

whether God even exists. If you are all I have to go on, he doesn’t

and never will.

Sincerely, 

Jane Doe

Reading this letter, many of you are probably reacting much as I did:
here’s some miserable, rejected girl with a chip on her shoulder, mad at her
parents for making her go to church. She’s probably mad about other
things in her life too and needs someone to blame. So she takes it out on
the youth group and on God. C’mon, it was just a little spilled salt. Re-
ally, how self-righteous does a person have to be to blame the representa-
tives of God for her own rejection and pain?
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T h e  D a i r y  Q u e e n  I n c i d e n t   •   3

If you were thinking something like that, you may be right. Or you
could be dead wrong. 

To show you where my head was at, I didn’t go back to apologize. I
wrote her off as a sad, isolated atheist with issues. I probably told some of
the youth group members about her letter and had a big laugh at her hy-
persensitivity. At the time, I was fully capable of taking a letter like that
and waving it around during a sermon, using it as an example of how
miserable atheists are. I’m sure it crossed my mind that the presence of
Christians in her workplace may have brought her “under conviction by
the Holy Spirit” for her unbelief. Surely she had no legitimate reason to
criticize my youth group. 

Back then, I was a paid expert in churchianity. I knew how to impress
the home crowd. I used all the right words, and I knew what buttons to
push to rally the troops. Sadly, I knew very little about Jesus and the life
he calls his followers to live. 

Lots of Christians are like I was. They would find it easy to blame an
atheist for not acting like a Christian, while failing to act like a Christian
in the presence of an atheist. I did such things too many times to recall.
I used the girl’s honest, heartfelt critique as an easy pitch to hit in front
of a clubby, misguided Christian audience. I bought into all the accepted
assumptions: Christians are right, the other guys are wrong, and since
we’re in the right, we have nothing to worry about. 

�

I held on to that safe place of smug comfort for many years, and then I
realized it wasn’t all that comfortable any longer. It has been more than
thirty years since I read Jane Doe’s letter, and I still can’t get it out of my
mind. Today I see her insights in a very different light. As a cocky, twenty-
something preacher boy, I could easily write off a woman who didn’t be-
lieve the truth. But now, in my fifties and bearing the scars of life, struggle,
sin, and loss, I respect that young atheist more than I do a long list of
high-profile Christian leaders.
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4 •   I n t r o d u c t i o n

Jane Doe is emblematic of something I now believe very deeply: un-
believers see some things about life, integrity, and consistency much more
clearly than Christians do.

On that Sunday evening in Dairy Queen, my youth group probably
was out of control. They were likely rude to the help, possibly foul-
mouthed and insulting. They vandalized a saltshaker and made a mess for
another person to clean up. I gave them a pass. I even thought it was
funny. The prevailing tone of that evening was a selfish, unthinking party
with all of us—adults and kids alike—caring a lot more about what we
wanted than what another person might be thinking. And we didn’t
care who would have to clean up after us. Our understanding and prac-
tice of churchianity endorsed such behavior. 

We had fun that night, but did we invite Jesus Christ to the party? I
don’t remember him being there. In fact, I don’t think he mattered to us
at all that evening. We were taking a break from the religious stuff.

The people working behind the counter? The guy who cleared the ta-
bles? The other customers? They might as well have not existed.

An atheist girl, having left the church behind and now looking back
with eyes and ears sensitized to the Christian game, saw through our act
with sobering clarity. She tried to do me a favor by telling me I had lost
touch with Jesus. An atheist girl cared enough to tell me that my credi-
bility as a Christian was zero, because there was nothing of Jesus about me
and my students. All we had was distasteful pretense.

It took an atheist to tell me, perhaps for the first time, that I was not
a Jesus-shaped person, no matter what I claimed to believe as a Chris-
tian. But I was so sure of what I believed, so convinced of the rightness
of my religion, that I chose to ignore the truth she spoke.

�

When you read the title of this book, you might have thought it’s a book
for Christians, and that’s fine, because I am a Christian. I have no doubt
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T h e  D a i r y  Q u e e n  I n c i d e n t   •   5

that Christians want to hear what I have to say. However, this is not a
Christian book in the time-honored tradition. I’m not going to tell
Christians to be nicer, care more, help other people, be generous, try to
forgive, do more for God, and so on, so that we can be better witnesses
for Jesus.

I have good reasons for staying off the standard Christian-book path.
It was churchianity—the “do more, be better, look good for God’s sake”
variety—that turned me and my youth group into a room full of jerks.
So if you’re a Christian, by all means read this book. You will find an ap-
proach to following Jesus that doesn’t ask you to do more while pretend-
ing to be righteous. I think you’ll like it. 

But I’m not writing to church members who are happy where they’re
at or to Christians who are heavily invested in the success and propaga-
tion of the church as an organization. I’m writing instead to those who
may still be associated with the church but no longer buy into much of
what the church says. Not because they doubt the reality of God, but be-
cause they doubt that the church is really representing Jesus.

I’m writing to people on the inside who are about to leave or have
already left. I’m writing to those who are standing in the foyer of the
church, ready to walk out, yet taking one last look around. They haven’t
seen the reality of Jesus in a long time, but they can’t stop believing he is
here. Somewhere. And they’re unsure what it will mean to strike out on
their own.

Mere Churchianity is written for people who have come to the end of
the road with the church but who can’t entirely walk away from Jesus. In
the wreckage of a church-shaped religious faith, the reality of Jesus of
Nazareth persists and calls out to them. I’m talking to those who have
left, those who will leave, those who might as well leave, and those who
don’t know why they are still hanging around.

And I’m writing to the outsiders who might be drawn to God if it
weren’t for Christians. 
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6 •   I n t r o d u c t i o n

�

Jesus-shaped spirituality has nothing to do with churchianity. Following
Jesus does not require you to pledge allegiance to a religious institution.
In fact, the track record of Christianity as an organization leads us to ask:
What would it be like if Christianity were about Christ? What if all the
pieces were in place and Jesus was the result? What if Christians were be-
coming more—not less—like Jesus? What would atheists see if Christi-
anity were something Jesus himself would recognize? 

That letter from the girl who worked at Dairy Queen contained an
invisible paragraph. It would have been easy to see it, if I had bothered to
look. The invisible paragraph says this:

You see, Mr. Spencer, even though I’ve left the church and the

faith you are pushing, I still know a bit about Jesus. Christianity

ought to be about Jesus, and with you, it’s not. It’s something else

entirely. If Christians were at all about Jesus, if they were enough

like him that even a visit to the Dairy Queen would be a place to

serve Jesus and love people, then I might have some hope again

that the church isn’t full of liars. But Christians like you make me

never want to hear about Christianity again.

When I was growing up in church, we were constantly being told
how important it was that people “see Jesus in us.” We sang those words,
and the preacher preached sermons using that theme. Being a “good wit-
ness” for Jesus was the constant bottom line.

Looking back at what formed me spiritually, I’m confronted with an
incredible irony. While we talked about presenting Jesus to the world
around us, unfortunately the following was true:

• We had almost no idea what Jesus was like. We did not
study him. We did not ask questions. We were arrogant and
certain.

Mere Churchianity.1st pgs:Master 5-3/16 x 8  4/13/10  7:25 AM  Page 6



T h e  D a i r y  Q u e e n  I n c i d e n t   •   7

• We assumed that being in church would make us like Jesus.
Church programs and events filled our days, and everyone
assumed that more church equaled more Jesus.

• We seldom studied anything in the Bible with the purpose
of seeing how it connected to Jesus. The Bible was ap-
proached and taught as a collection of atomized verses, and
no one ever linked its many parts to its one great theme:
Jesus and his gospel.

• We often were ungracious and unloving to people who
didn’t believe what we did. Incredibly, we sometimes dished
out mistreatment in the name of Jesus. 

• We knew very little about what Jesus was doing on earth
besides dying and rising again two thousand years ago. We
were certain that being his followers meant that we didn’t
do the things sinners did. When anyone suggested we
might be self-righteous, morally corrupt Pharisees, we were
offended. After all, what did the critics know? They weren’t
Christians. 

• We assumed that Jesus bought into our idea of what was
important in life. All anyone had to do was read the Bible
to see that we were in the right and everyone else was
wrong.

From that, you can see why it was easy to go to a Dairy Queen on a
Sunday night, act like an ungrateful gang of spoiled suburban brats, ig-
nore the people who served us, leave a mess behind, and still feel we were
authentic representatives of Jesus because we were “good church people.” 

Here is the truth: Far from being Jesus-shaped Christians, we were
church shaped. In fact, we were deniers of Jesus. We were frighteningly
close to being Judas. 

The girl working behind the counter pointed all this out to me more
than three decades ago, but I wasn’t listening. Today I’m paying atten-
tion, and this book is my repentance. It’s a good time to get started.
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