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The Church is on a precipice. Faced with a larger culture that is entrenched in the postmodern transition, a culture captivated by spirituality but cynical about tradition, Christianity finds itself increasingly incapable of positively impacting the world with the Gospel. Consumed as it so often is with the business of Christian culture and apparently inexorably embroiled in the process of drawing battle lines amongst the faithful, the need for the Church to grow in order to face the changes of the present and the future is dire and obvious. 


Amidst this atmosphere where the inevitability of change is grappling fiercely with fear, stagnation and infighting, Christians have sought a variety of solutions. From surface treatments such as changing worship styles and dress codes, to deeper structural changes like small community groups and Bible studies, some in the Church have dressed down the Gospel, hoping to make it more palatable to that ever-important 18-25 age group. Appealing to young crowds by embracing hip, trendy styles and playing popular radio hits from the broader culture, such groups seek the seeker, pandering to the egocentric tendencies of the “Me Generation” with rock and roll worship and non-threatening God talk.

Still others have given Christianity the Crest Whitestrips® treatment, bumping up the shine and the gloss, focusing on happiness and prosperity and building enormous “Megachurch” complexes that feature charismatic pastors preaching a feel-good, Television-ready Gospel that thousands are lapping up like hungry cats at one very large saucer of milk. Driven by purpose, seeking after power and praise, these multi-media complexes dominate the landscape in increasing numbers of cities around the country and their message of promise, potential, breakthrough and deliverance is dressed up, jazzed up and polished off for impressive display.


The problem is a deeper one, however, that exists on philosophical and spiritual levels that these exterior paint jobs simply won’t cause to go away. There is a truth that has been lost in political positioning, a passion that has been sapped in blitzkrieg advertising. From polished teeth and scripted wit to casual duds and pabulum praise, all the dressed up, dressed down, packaged to please showmanship on Earth cannot compare to the simple beauty of the message of peace and love, grace and mercy that a dusty traveler and his band of misfits shared so many years ago. The fact that the supposed heirs of this ragamuffin kingdom have so thoroughly lost the plot, not to mention the hearts and minds of the surrounding culture is achingly clear.


At the edge of all this, just a few miles away from the epicenter of this conflicted, schismatic meltdown is a man with a guitar named Billy Crockett. Mostly under the radar of a popularly programmed Christian radio culture, Billy Crockett has quietly been building a following, leaving a legacy and whispering a solution to a Church that seems desperate for relevance. His quiet strength blends childlike wonder with grown up honesty and the wisdom of those who have been to the other side of the mountain before us. His music is masterful in every note, in every turn of phrase. Even as he delves into the hard places, the lonely nights and the hurting hearts, his outlook remains unabashedly hopeful, passionately faithful and paradoxically both simple and intricately woven. 


The problems of contemporary Christianity are complex. Billy Crockett says we need simple plans. The Church feels like it is increasingly losing its grip on the world. Billy Crockett says we need open hands. Factions and political groups are fighting tooth and nail for dominance in the Christian world. Billy Crockett says, “Why don’t we build us a house?
” Billy Crockett is starting to sound like a dusty traveler I once heard of.


In the beginning was a simple album with a simple cover. The album was called Carrier
 and the photo on the cover was just Billy, sitting on a lone stool in an empty, white upstairs room next to a window and playing his guitar. Billy tells the story that, after seeing the cover of this first recorded effort, his brother called him up and said, “Hey, Billy. I love the new album, I’m just sorry you had to sell all your furniture to make it!
” Even as his recording career has developed further, leading him to perform and record with such luminaries of the Christian music world as Sandi Patty and Rich Mullins, Billy has, in a certain sense, never really left that room. The simplicity reflected in that image has remained a constant driving force in his music, no matter how complex his themes, how poetic his lyrics, how richly textured his instrumentation.


So, how does a singer/songwriter have the solution for the future of the Church? Well, he really doesn’t. And perhaps that’s the first thing we need to learn. We don’t have the answers.

In the song, “The Question Pool,
” Billy Crockett uses the image of a small body of water as the source, the wellspring of doubt. Here, one is alone with one’s questions and fears. As is so often the case, Billy speaks to us in a private moment without pretense and quietly overturns the generally accepted norms of Christian culture. 


Where so many modern Evangelicals might find a Question Pool filled with murky, muddy water unfit for consumption, Billy kneels down at “the water blue” and finds it clear and clean enough to drink. Questions, doubts and difficulties – these things are not to be avoided, hidden, dismissed or obliterated. Indeed, they are to be pondered, even consumed. They must be imbued into the deepest parts of ourselves, for in them is the stuff of life.


His questions are not easy ones, nor do they seek simple answers. He asks, “What do I owe my parents’ generation? What do I want and who would know? Can I live on answers that were handed down to me? Do I just hold on or just let go?” These questions echo the heart of a postmodern culture that deconstructs reason, distrusts tradition and seeks to embody its own truth. Concurrently, they run the course of time immemorial, as each generation seeks to find its place in history and strives to take ownership of its faith.


In these personal, private wonderings, we also hear echoes of an encounter with what it means to be truly human. He continues, “Why am I moved by stories of Eden? What does its lovely sadness mean? Am I a traveler who cannot remember home? Why do I cry sometimes in dreams?” Here he delves into the innate subconscious of the fallen human spirit. We see here a common theme of Billy’s music, that of the interconnected nature of the human race, a connection existing on a level often beyond our immediate perception. This time, however, he takes us past the everyday and the contemporary to remind us of our common parentage and the tragic inheritance they have left their family.


The lyrics tap into the mystery of human longing. Even as the traveler cannot remember home, its essence is stamped, imbedded into his very being as a sadness from which he is unable to escape – even in his dreams. The poignant melancholy of these lines equalizes the human race under our common need for identity and redemption. From this vantage point, there is, as the Apostle Paul put it, “neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female.
” It is interesting to note, however, that while Billy reminds us in these lyrics of our common fallen state, Paul’s words speak of unity in Christ. As we are one in our sin, so God’s redemptive plan calls us to become one in love under grace.


In a recent concert
, Billy referred to the writings of Sam Keen, pointing out Keen’s separation of the word “question” into “Quest I On.” He paraphrased Keen’s illustration by saying, “My question is really the quest I’m on. The better that I can voice the question, the richer the adventure.” Our questions, then, are to be taken seriously and pursued fervently, for they are the very fuel of our faith. As novelist and preacher George MacDonald writes,

If doubts have never been yours, if perhaps your belief is but the shallow absence of doubt, then you must ask yourself a question: Do you love your faith so little that you have never battled a single fear lest your faith should not be true? For what are doubts but the strengthening building blocks toward summits of yet higher faith in Him who always leads us into the high places? Where there are no doubts, no questions, no perplexities, there can be no growth into the regions where He would have us walk.

Mystery is evidence of the presence of something that is beyond our comprehension. Such is to be expected when mere, tangible humans find themselves, in Phillip Yancey’s words, “reaching for the invisible God.
” Questions are therefore to be embraced as part and parcel of the infinite glory of the Creator.

And so we begin with questioning. Such questions, however, must be encountered with honesty and vulnerability. While many have stood on the street corners, vehemently criticizing contemporary Christian culture for failing to effectively engage the surrounding world, Billy Crockett has been a gentler sort of prophet, eschewing the ways of so many disgruntled postmoderns for a cup of coffee and some honest questions. In his song “Are You,
” he speaks from the vantage point of one old friend talking to another and seeking the honesty that only exists between kindred hearts. “Put on the coffee,” he says, “and I’ll tell you a memory.” Against this backdrop of remembrance, the questions he asks and the honesty he seeks are the very kinds of questions and the very kind of self-examination the Church must engage in. He asks,


Are you as sure of the dream that you had on the way,


Finding enough of the truth at the end of the day,


Caught now and then by something like grace?


Are you?


Are you still keeping a light on inside,


A shimmer of hope against the tide


Finding your life is worth the ride?


Tell me, are you?


The song speaks of the dreams the two friends had shared of “how we could change this world of ours.” Certainly, this is not unlike the dream that Jesus set in motion for His followers, the one that is supposed to guide us still today. More often than not, however, we lose sight of the dream, stop looking for the truth and forget that we need grace. Instead of keeping the light on against the tide, we are soon swept up by the flow and no longer swim upstream. If our current Church culture is often corrupted by greed, fear of the unknown, complacency and self-importance, then we must admit these facts and confront them with humility before things can change. The honesty required here is not one that seeks to condemn, but is one that speaks the truth in love between brothers and sisters in Christ. 


We Christians are indeed brothers and sisters, no matter how drastically to the contrary our actions may speak, no matter the deep divisions our politics may create. We are connected simply on a level as human beings that we cannot deny. Billy Crockett speaks of this connection in his song, “Lines.
”


A spider spins the lines from leaf to ladder


A trellis spans the canyon to Kathmandu


A transatlantic cable carries transatlantic chatter


And there are lines that run from me to you


A circumstantial glance from passing strangers


Both exchanging sadnesses of soul


Time will take the travelers so they may not remember


But there are lines that hold them even so


Here Billy again returns to the theme of the common sadness of the human race as a connection carried beyond relational borders and through our very souls. As real and as concrete as those things which visibly supply connection, from the smallest spider’s web to the longest bridge, so also does our humanity unite us in a common identity. As Billy’s song “Builda House
” suggests, in this sense of human unity alone, we as Christians should, “become willing to lay down our guns and live like a family.” The song “Lines” goes further still, connecting us with those who have gone before us in the faith.


Now and then I hear my grandma’s laughter


From the cloud of witnesses above


And every generation from Abraham thereafter


Makes the lines that lead us back to love


So these lines do not just lead us to one another, but to a heritage of faith that is ultimately and simply encompassed in love. This love, this joy of a grandmother’s laughter as she delights in her grandchildren is the very essence of Christian unity. It is only in this unity, this commonality of love that we as Christians can realize that we need each other. When we remember our state as recipients of “love to the loveless, shown that they may lovely be,
” we are brought together by the common bond that can only be known by those who have been given the gift of grace.

As we come together, then, we are called to remembrance. We remember our identity as brothers and sisters. We remember the heritage of faith that is left to us by the “cloud of witnesses above.” We remember that we are fallen, broken, full of questions. In short, we are human. In this remembrance, we seek a way to enact our interconnectivity in visible, tangible ways. As Billy sings, “May the words of my mouth and the moves of my hands have some slight connection to who I really am.
”

One of the ways Billy sees this common bond expressed is by our watermarks, that is, the places where God has touched our lives. These places, he points out in the song, “Watermarks,
” are often signified in Scripture and in Christian tradition by water and by washing. The marks Billy cites are of fear and doubt as Peter steps out of the boat, walks on the water and sinks. They are marks of waning hope in the face of ominous opposition as Noah looks into the sunless sky on the 39th day of the Flood. They are of sorrow as Rachel weeps inconsolably for her children. Watermarks also show joy as the blind man washes the mud from his eyes and sees for the first time, or as Jonah kneels, open and ready on the shore after emerging from the great fish. 


There are two more watermarks Billy mentions that carry on into today’s Church. The first is the watermark Jesus gave His disciples. “I see Jesus,” he sings. “He is bending down low. He is washing the feet of the faithless.” Many congregations no longer engage in the practice of washing one another’s feet. But Jesus said to His disciples, "Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant and whoever wants to be first must be your slave - just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.
" The love that follows Christ’s example is in the heart of a servant. The love of Christ should compel us toward an attitude of humility. As Paul reminds us, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.
" Billy’s song “The Last in Line
” puts it this way: “Take the last and worst, dust ‘em off and put ‘em first!”

This image of the washing of feet, though, is not just a symbol of a larger theme, but a reminder of another step on the road toward the future of the Church. It is also about the physical act of washing feet, just as the chorus of “Watermarks” echoes the physical act of Baptism. “I must go down,” he says, “in the river to drown, to be buried with Christ, to be raised up to life and carry His Watermark.” In these lines, Billy prescribes and celebrates the continuation of the traditions of the faith. In addition to washing feet and Baptism, he also portrays Communion as an act of unity in his song, “Here’s to the Day.
”

Pieces of life laid on the table

Here is the blood poured out in love

Fill this cup

Raise it up

Here’s to the day my friend


….


Gather in close now cling to each other


Sing to the night


You don’t sing alone


Fill this cup


Raise it up


Here’s to the day


Remember


Again we are called to come together in remembrance and love. Billy asks us to embrace these simple signs of faith anew and afresh. As we transition in our understanding of the way the Church will look in years to come, we must not forget to maintain the constant, abiding and simple signs of faith that have united Christians across the centuries. This is how we maintain connectivity with those who have gone before us. As is his custom, though, Billy is here taking familiar images and practices out of staid religious interpretations and offering them to us with new eyes. 


His sacramental understanding of life is reflected in the opening line, “pieces of life laid on the table.” Here he sees not just a remembrance of the sacrifice of Christ, but of the life that comes from that sacrifice. These representations of death are in fact fragments that represent the life we have anew in Christ. As we remember the basic truths of our salvation, we must look on traditions that have become stale and rote and restore them to life. This may mean taking them out of a commonly practiced context or approaching them in a new way, but the future of the Church is not to be found in abolishing these acts of faith. It is truly found as we regain them. The false fronts that have been added onto our contemporary version of Christianity are simply a seeking for something that was lost, like the innocence of Eden described in the song, “You Gave Us Wings.
”


We were safe in the garden


And then without warning


You gave us wings so we could fly


You knew the foolish things we’d try

We’ve lost our way and wonder why

You’d give us wings that we would fly

Far away

It is our nature as human beings to run away, to lose sight of the simple beauty of the things we have by trying to improve upon them. We are rebellious. We seek our own way. We look at a disconnect between Church and culture and blame culture for being too progressive, too sinful to stick with us. Instead, I would submit to you that we are in error for not staying involved in the world we are called to serve and for becoming so addicted to all the extra structures we have built on top of Christian faith that we have come to mistake them for the thing itself. By focusing so inwardly, surrounding ourselves with our own specialized Christian culture, we have shut out the rest of the world and this fact is simply catching up to us. 

Billy Crockett sees this too, and in another segment of “Here’s to the Day,” he asks us to look beyond our own subcultural borders.

Can you say it for the ones whose voices are silenced


Can you say it for the ones who’ve never been free


Can you pray for peace


Ache for peace


Here’s to the day that’s coming


God speed the day


Our future will be found not just in reshaping the form and function of our religious expressions, but as we are moved by our common love, indeed by the love of Christ to recognize that we are called to love the world. As Billy’s song “Love the World
” says,


Welcome to Jesus’ reality


Whatever you did you did unto me


You can’t harbor love


Now as it was and shall always be


Nobody’s free ‘till we all are free


Who would my sisters and brother be


It’s all or nothing


By this time, it has likely become obvious to my audience that these are not complicated ideas. Love and serve one another. Build community. Connect with the ancient faith. Love the world. Billy Crockett does not lay out a step by step practicum, a blueprint for church “success” to be published in a workbook and replicated by others all over the country. He is reminding us of the simple call of our common work and the tools with which we will achieve the end results God calls us to. It’s all summed up in his song, “Simple Plans.
”


Simple plans and open hands


We’ve got simple plans and open hands


For the building of a kingdom


For the making of a dream


For the living of a promise


For the doing of a thing


For the turning of a new world


For the minding of a call


For another day when finally


It will be all for one and one for all


Step by step, nail by nail


Side by side, we cannot fail


Frame by frame, year by year


Song by song


We sing it out loud and clear


God’s eyes for our eyes


Animating what we see


Christ’s love for our love


This is how it comes to be


For the shaping of a shelter


Where everybody can come home


For the welcoming the stranger


For the courage to be known


For the healing of a people


For the dignity of each


For a world that shares its goodness


With the last and least of these


Billy Crockett sees a Christian world that is a community, a family. He sees a bride of Christ finally shining blameless before her bridegroom, together in love and oneness of spirit. In his song, “All Together,
” he sings, “All together, sing a song. All together, everyone belongs. Together, a family. We are all together.” The road to get there is obviously not simple. The very water we drink is the stuff of questions and perplexities. But the supplies we’ll need along the way, the ones that perhaps we’ve forfeited for huge amphitheaters and slick slogans, are certainly simple, but more than sufficient. As Billy prays in “Traveling Mercies,
” 


Take bread for the journey and strength for the fight


Comfort to sleep through the night


Wisdom to choose at the fork in the road


And a heart that knows the way home


We are indeed travelers who cannot remember home. We have forgotten wisdom, neglected the Bread of Life and lost the strength of love. Our plans are knotted up with things we simply don’t need and our hands are clenched fists fighting for control. We cannot, will not move forward if we wait for a systematic plan to solve all our myriad issues. We must focus instead on regaining that which we have lost and sharing love again with one another and with the world. We won’t reach the completeness that seeks to build us all a house before Christ returns, but we are to seek after that goal with every ounce of our being until He does. We won’t get it right all the time. We might not know where the road is headed just around the bend, but at least at the end of all things we arrive home together. May we reach that home as good and faithful servants, as sons and daughters, brothers and sisters and until that time, may our plans be simple, our hands be open and our hearts be ready. Here’s to the day that’s coming.
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