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“I want to belong, but I don’t know how.”

Let me be upfront. The word commitment is about as attractive to me as the word submission

or accountability. If a friend wants to schedule a coffee date more than two weeks out, I’m

prone to write back, “Let’s check in then and see how we’re feeling.” I don’t buy two of

anything—perfume, deodorant, canned soup—until I’m out of the first and can be sure I’m

still in the mood for another. I even refuse to record addresses in my contact book with

anything but pencil. (How am I supposed to know how long this relationship will last or

whether you’ll update me next time you move or if I’ll even want to include you on the

Christmas card I keep meaning to send out?) Commitment means what was once a romantic

possibility is now a real thing, with real flaws I couldn’t have predicted, and worse, I can’t

avoid. This is all to say that no one was more surprised than I was when, a year after writing

those ten, simple words in a women’s prison, I found myself at a local church considering, of

all things, commitment.

I arrived on a Sunday evening, the second bike trip to church of the day, with my helmet

under my arm and leather gloves tucked into my pockets. It was winter in North Carolina,

and every ounce of color had gone underground. Even my wardrobe had morphed from an

array of poppy flowers and navy stripes to a tired-looking fleece that appeared to be

spouting hair. I wiped snot onto my sleeve as I made my way to the church parlor. The new

members’ class was called “The Inquirers,” and I wondered if they’d be passing out capes

along with our easy-peel name tags.

I took my seat at the edge of a couch near Martin, the senior pastor. On the other side was

Jenny, a young Asian woman who’d been baptized at a nearby lake last summer and was

moving along swiftly in her devotion. On the chair with the swirly, wooden back was Avery,

a divinity school student from Palo Alto who I’d met a few times at young adult gatherings

and took to admiring, although how one ventured to join a church less than six months after

arriving was bewildering to me. I blamed it on the overachieving impulse of young women.

To my right was a middle-aged couple who spoke to one another in the hushed tones of a

library voice, a young couple who dropped their kids off in the nursery before arriving

rumpled, and a boisterous man who was planning a wedding and liked to talk about it. But

the chattiest Inquirers of all were Ralph and Marie, who had recently moved from Omaha to

be near the grandkids. Marie took one look around the room when she walked in and jabbed

Ralph, “Did we just stumble into the nursery?” I ventured she thought this was a

compliment in a room where the median age was a disconcerting thirty. The rest of the room

unfolded in polite laughter.

We went around the circle to start, introducing ourselves by sharing our favorite dessert. I

could do without the icebreakers, I thought, even though I got really animated talking about

cupcakes and how I used to think the magic was in the frosting but these days I was finding
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“It’s Erin Lane's struggle as

much as her counsel that makes

this book so important. She does

not preach from on high in these

pages. Instead, she shares her

mind and heart from the trenches

of what she calls ‘the messy

business of belonging to one

another.’ If you are looking for yet

another sanitized treatise on the

joys of Jesus and his church, do

not open this book.”

—From the foreword by

Parker J. Palmer

more finesse in the cake. What I really wanted to know is why they were all here, not just

how long they had been here but why they were as crazy as I to consider joining a church—a

church declining, some say dying. On life support even. Martin told us that within the

Presbyterian denomination to which this church belongs, most congregations see more

funerals than baptisms these days. Membership is at an all-time low, too, one hundred

thousand less than just a year ago.

So what I really want to ask you, and everyone else who had the gall to sit with me in that

parlor, is Why commit to a church at all? Because it’s what your parents did or your professors

want? Or because you think it’s the right example to set for your children now that they’re

old enough to repeat swear words in the back seat of the car? Are you really getting

anything out of this, and are we even allowed to ask that? Does it matter that I don’t agree

with everything you do or the pastor believes or the Bible says, and how much agreement do

we really need to function as a church, and if you don’t mind me asking one more question,

what is our function as a church and what’s the function of a class or a covenant or a pledge

to make known a membership that seems to change so very little? What I want to ask most is

whether commitment is as hard for you as it is for me. If so, thank God, and if not, thank

God, too, because we need all kinds of kinds here.

The truth is we are not the superheroes we’d like to be. But maybe here we can be something

better than superheroes. Maybe here is where we get to be the people we really are.

—Taken from chapter one, “Lesson 1: The Importance of Being Earnest”
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Why Not a “None”?

What made you want to write a book about not being a “none”?

Erin Lane: Because I’m a contrarian. Jokes aside, my generation often defines ourselves by

what we are against rather than what we are about. I wanted to write a book that explored

why anyone my age would be “about” belonging to the church and the gifts we could offer

it if we chose to stick around.

You write that disillusionment is a good thing. Why do you think this is so, and what role

can the church play in this?

Erin: Disillusionment has gotten a bad rap. We use it as a way to describe disappointment. I

want to recover its most basic meaning as the process of being “stripped” or “freed” from

our illusions. Illusions are what keep us from living in reality, and if there’s one thing that’s

been made clear to me in writing this book, it’s that God’s reality is better than any fiction I

know. It follows then that the church should be a place where we regularly go to get our

“reality check”, a place where we can act out who we really are and to whom we really

belong.

Why do you think belonging is so important for the millennial generation? What do you

hope they’ll take away from reading about your journey?

Erin: I think belonging is so important to my generation because we feel overwhelmed by

the world and the need to find our place in it. We have more options for connecting with one

another than ever and more pressure to make the most of them. Further, the institutions that

previously brokered these connections are losing influence in places like North America. The

path to belonging is more confusing than ever. My hope is that readers will feel less alone

after reading about my own foibles in belonging and take some small steps—the lessons of

belonging, if you will—toward realizing their identity in a community of faith.

How does your spiritual story, from being raised as a Catholic to being a Methodist

pastor’s wife, play a role in how you personally found a place where you feel at home?

Erin: I don’t have a lot of hope that I’d be committed to the church today if my faith identity

weren’t so tied to the lives of those I love most. Granted, I’m not someone who really likes

the “church as family” metaphor since I think encountering strangers is one of the best parts

about going to church. But having a familial connection to the church helps a commitment

phobe like me narrow her options and focus on choosing one place at a time to call home.

Still, I don’t think I’ll ever feel at home in any one tradition. I’m a wanderer, and instead of

seeing that as a character flaw (or symptomatic of my generation), I see that now as the gift

of going where the Spirit leads.
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What’s the most important thing you’d say to someone who is spiritual but can’t find the

motivation to be at church each Sunday?

Erin: I’d say, “Me, too.” I can’t find the motivation to be at church each Sunday either but I

still try to do it. Going to church has to depend on something more than motivation. It has to

be a habit that you practice—or want to practice—because at some point you had a

revelation that this is where real life is found. A mentor of mine has a quote on her desk that

reads, “Discipline is remembering what you want.” Do you want to go church each Sunday?

If not, I can’t convince you. But if so, I’ll be right there with you.

What’s the number one thing you’d say to folks already in the pews trying to bring in this

“none” generation?

Erin: I’d say, “Be yourselves.” There’s nothing more important for the “none” generation

than finding a community that’s authentic, transparent and honest. Don’t try to be

something else than you are, but also know that you might have to stretch your comfort

zone to welcome the unprecedented diversity of my generation.

How do you think readers can find belonging through activism and outreach programs

beyond the church doors?

Erin: Each of us belongs to a variety of communities in which we find identity and purpose.

Although I consider the local church to be “ground zero” for shaping my beliefs on

belonging, the nonprofit I work for—the Center for Courage & Renewal—has been more

influential in my understanding of how we practice belonging. I think the church has a lot to

learn from life outside its doors and can only benefit from those of us with enough

wherewithal to journey between the two.


