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Reading Group Guide

INTRODUCTION

In striking contrast to many of today’s feel-good evangelists, author Peter Rollins as-
serts that the traditional church has become little more than a security blanket for the
faithful—comforting but ultimately meaningless. To move beyond this infantile kind
of faith, Rollins invites Christians to participate fully with Christ on the cross and his
deeply authentic cry, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Only in doing
so, Rollins says, can Christians bring about the radical changes sorely needed for the

church to bring God’s love to a hurting world.

Torics & QuEsTIONs FOR DiscussioN

1. Reflect a moment on your personal beliefs about God, Jesus Christ, and religion in

general. How did you come to hold these beliefs? Where did they originate?

2. Peter Rollins discusses what he calls “Circumcision Questions.” (p. xii) What is the
meaning of this term and how does it impact the life of the church? What do you think
is the Circumcision Question set forth in Insurrection, and what potential effect do you

think it could have on the church as you know it?

3. Rollins builds on the late Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s idea of “whether or not religion is nec-
essary in order to participate fully in the life testified to by Christ.” (p. xiv) How would

you answer this question and why, based on your own experience?

4. What is meant by “pyro-theology”? (p. xv) What purpose does pyro-theology serve?
In your opinion, do the ideas expressed in Insurrection qualify as pyro-theology? Why

or why not?

5. Concerning God, Rollins writes that “(w)e find great solace in the idea of someone
presiding over the world who guarantees that our small and insignificant lives are being
seen and cherished.” (p. 7) To that end, he quotes Voltaire: “If God did not exist, it
would be necessary to invent him.” What do you think of these ideas? Do you agree or

not? Explain your response.

6. Thinking back over your current and/or past church experiences, do you agree with



the author that the church performs the same function as a child’s security blanket?

(p. 48) Why or why not?

7. What is meant by Rollins’s statement, “humans are able to affirm one thing con-
sciously while affirming the opposite thing in the way they live”? (p. 44) To what extent
do you think that this is true of the church today? If you can, describe a time when

you've seen this principle in action.

8. Explain how it might be possible that someone could hold no personal religious be-

liefs, and yet find comfort and solace in the beliefs of someone else. (p. 57)

9. Describe what you think it means to participate in Christ’s Crucifixion. Is your view
of this participation in sync with the author’s? (p. 23) Explain.

10. What is meant by a God who operates “deus ex machina”? (p. 12) Do you believe

that God acts in this way? Provide an example to support your answer.

11. What does it mean to “ridicule the religious view of God while affirming this
God in our practice” (p. 50) To what extent, if any, does this describe your own faith

experience?

12. The author says that “When we are directly confronted by what we know, but
have refused to admit, we can no longer pretend that we are ignorant.” (p. 68) Did
this book confront you with anything you already knew, but chose not to see? If so,

explain.

13. The author states, “Paul deeply understood that a community founded in the af-
termath of Christ does not stand or fall on the teachings or miracles ascribed to Jesus.”

(p. 164) Do you agree? What else would such a community be founded on?

14. Rollins equates affirming the Resurrection with “times when we embrace life, face
up to our pain, allow ourselves to mourn, . . . meet our neighbor, look at ourselves with-
out fear, take responsibility for our actions, find joy in the simplest of things, and gain
pleasure through embracing the broken world.” (p. 180) To what extent does this view

reflect your own understanding of the Resurrection?

Exnance Your Book Group

1. Brainstorm as a group what a truly post-religious church would look and sound like.
Who would attend and why? What kinds of songs would be sung? What would the

preaching be like? List as many details as you can.

2. When you've finished brainstorming, share whatever thoughts and feelings came up
during the process. Did you find the exercise easy or difficult? Did envisioning a new
kind of church make you feel optimistic? Pessimistic? Anxious? Hopeful? All of the
above? Why?

3. Discuss whether, on the whole, you think that this type of faith community is a
worthy goal to work toward. Why or why not?

4. If you favor the idea of a radically different kind of church, think of some ways that



you, as an individual and as a group, could help bring it about. Is there a specific action
that you can take this month? This week? Today?

5. Visit peterrollins.net to learn more about the author and his work.

A ConvERsaTION wiTH PETER RoLLINS

How does the title, Insurrection, relate to the central question or concept presented
in your book?

I am interested in playing with and drawing out the similarity that exists between
the words “Insurrection” and “Resurrection.” At a very basic level, one describes an
uprising and the other a rising up. My desire is to show the reader that there is a close
link between the theological idea of Resurrection and the idea of an Insurrection: in
other words, the core proclamation of Christianity is that we can live in a radically dif-
ferent way. This is the way of love, and it is a way that embraces others and says “yes” to
life and births within us a courage to take responsibility for our existence. This book is
about saying that Christianity invites us to embrace a life before death, a life that is rich,

beautiful, and so free that its very existence is a challenge to any system of oppression.

What factors inspired or compelled you to write Insurrection at this time? Do you
feel it contains a message of particular significance “for such a time as this” in the
history of the church?

The short answer is “yes.” I believe that the church is a living community that
ought to be involved in perpetual revolution and that this will manifest itself in differ-
ent ways at different times in its historical life. I believe that this is a moment in history
when we need to challenge the way in which church in all its forms (Orthodox, Evan-
gelical, Catholic, Liberal and Conservative and Fundamentalist) employs the idea of
God and understand the meaning of faith. This is a huge task and one that will prove
very difficult, but I believe it is essential if the church is not only to survive, but become

an instrument of positive change in the world.

Have you experienced any kind of resistance when you’ve shared the idea of pyro-
theology with others?

Perhaps first and foremost I have experienced resistance from myself. The idea
that I need to radically interrogate the things that I hold dear and encounter my own
brokenness, darkness, and vulnerability is terrifying. My religious narrative gives me a
sense that I am right, that I am master, that I know the secret meaning of the universe.
I don’t want to give that up, I don’t want to encounter the truth that I am human, all
too human. I know that others feel resistance to the idea, but I speak first and foremost
to myself. If I am not prepared to place myself into the fires of pyro-theology, then I
cannot expect anyone else to. Most of the resistance that I experience is not from people
who simply write me off but actually people who say that they are frightened. I know
what they mean. It is frightening. All I can say is that I walk the same path, that I have
found liberation there, and that I believe it is this path that remains most faithful to the
heart of Christianity.



Did the process of writing this book uncover any surprises for you, or take you down
a path you didn’t expect?

In my experience the first person a book educates is the author herself. Writing
feels to me like cutting a path through a landscape. It seems like you could go in any di-
rection at first but there are blockages all around. These not only curb the direction you
take but mean that you might not end up where you initially wanted. The blockages in
the landscape are the places that reason, logic, and reflection cannot take you. As you
cut through the undergrowth, it becomes clear that you have to make twists and turns
you could never have anticipated before embarking on the journey. Sure, I have an idea
of where it might go, and I will have spent months reading and reflecting before I begin
to put pen to paper, but for me, one of the most exciting things about writing is the way

it brings me to places I could never before have imagined.

What changes do you hope to see in the church as a result of this book? What impact
might these ideas have on the practice of worship, ministry, and community?

I would love to see churches take seriously the idea that mystery, unknowing, bro-
kenness, doubt, and mourning should be expressed in the very structure of the church
itself. Religion is a system that gives us a sense of being right, of having the answers
and knowing how to stay on the right team. I want to see churches that break religion
open through the sermons, music, and prayers; churches that bring us face-to-face with
the truth of our unknowing and pain. Not so that we despair, but so that, in bringing
it to light and sharing it, we can find healing and light. I would love to see churches
emphasize that the highest principle is not some object that we need to love, but rather
the act of love itself. That in loving we break open the depth and beauty of what we
mean when we say “God.”

This will be difficult for churches to do because people often go there to escape
their suffering and darkness rather than have it exposed. But the church should be
like the singer-songwriter we might listen to when we are working through a difficult
situation. They sing their sorrowful song, and, in doing so, we confront our own suf-
fering in a way that is painful without being overpowering. As we sit there and listen
to the music, we are invited to work through our pain, engage in the act of mourning,
and find strength in the midst of our weakness. Then when we leave, we are in a better
state than when we arrived. Sadly, the church is too often like the most inane kind of
pop music. Here the music makes us feel strong and powerful, effectively obscuring the
sadness within us. Yet when we leave the concert we realize that we have not worked

through our pain but merely avoided a direct confrontation with it for a while.

Do you think that the post-religious church will resemble the first-century church
more closely than most modern churches do? If so, in what ways?

No. In fact I think that the desire to resemble the first-century church is funda-
mentally misguided. This desire comes from the idea that they were somehow closer to
the event housed in Christianity than we are; that this event lies in the distant past and
that we need to resemble that past in order to recover that event. The fact is that the

event that birthed the Christian faith does not lie in the past but is right here, right now.



This event is so powerful that, when incarnated, this reality will give birth to radically
new communities that may not look anything like what went before them, even though
they are fed by the same blood. The task is not to return to the early church, but rather

to return to the event that gave birth to the early church.

What do you see as the role of the Bible in the post-religious church?

The Bible is the central text for Christians just as other texts are central to other
groups (the writings of Marx for Marxists etc.). The Bible describes a way of living and
being that those who love that book believe gets at a fundamental truth. Like all com-
munities with central texts, Christians will continue to do what they have always done:
read it, wrestle with it, argue with it, systematize it, interpret it, deconstruct it, and find
meaning within it. Sadly this kinetic, dynamic, and living relationship with the text is
something that religion condemns, because its closed system of belief is threatened by

such a fluid relationship with the text.

What is the primary message you hope readers will take away from Insurrection?

I guess that life before death is possible; that you don’t need to hide from yourself,
pretending that you are not unhappy, broken, and fearful of various things. That you
can face up to these things and learn to live with them and that you can say yes to life.
I want people to know that beyond the naiveté of believing we can be fulfilled and that
beyond the despair of knowing we cannot is a Resurrection road. A narrow path along
which we learn to travel together, making space for our darkness and humanity, find-
ing healing in the very embrace of our wounds and sustenance in the very acceptance

of our hunger.

What would you say to the reader who is deeply moved by Insurrection and wonders
“what’s the next step” toward changing the way church happens?

I would encourage the reader to be part of a revolution that is attempting to change
the structure of the church itself. If they write music, I would encourage them to pen
deeply human songs for worship. If they preach, I would ask them to be honest about
their doubts in front of those they stand before. If they write prayers, then I would invite
them to include anger, unknowing, and lament in the constructions. I would encourage
those who attend church to let their leaders know that they want them to express their
humanity in public, that they want to be part of a church that has humility and self-
critique at its heart. And perhaps most of all, I would encourage the reader to seek out

others on this journey, because the path can be a lonely one.

Do you have another book project in the works?

Yes. T have a few actually. Currently T feel that T am in a very fertile period in my
writing. I have been experimenting with writing philosophical fairy tales, a book ex-
ploring what I believe to be the core message that runs through the Hebrew and Chris-
tian scriptures, and also a book that looks at how we put some of the ideas found in
Insurrection into practice. As time goes on, some of these projects may merge together.
Watch this space . . .





