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Jesus Outside the Lines is a refreshing look at discipleship in our late modern times. While it’s impossible to cover all the possible topics, Scott’s book is still surprisingly comprehensive and readable at the same time. He seamlessly weaves together theology, cultural critique, Christian ethics, and character formation in each chapter. The result is a picture of Christian living that should be attractive to believers and to many skeptics as well.

TIMOTHY KELLER

Senior pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York City, and author of The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism

As people who have wrestled much with God’s habit of redemptively “coloring outside the lines” in our own lives and experience, we are so grateful for the wisdom, care, and honesty with which our friend and pastor Scott Sauls has approached this subject in this book.

STEVEN CURTIS AND MARY BETH CHAPMAN

Five-time Grammy winners and orphan-care advocates

In an increasingly loud, polarizing world that finds itself in this confusing, prevailing “culture of outrage,” of these us-against-them conversations about sexuality, politics, race, money, injustice, religion, Scott has written one of the most needed books of our times, one that I fervently believe should be in the hands of every single Christian without exception. Utterly weary of us-against-them and not sure of the way forward? This is an absolute must-read that I cannot recommend highly enough. One of the best, needed, reads of the year.

ANN VOSKAMP

Author of One Thousand Gifts: A Dare to Live Fully Right Where You Are

Scott Sauls has given me fresh hope in this thoughtful and lively book, Jesus Outside the Lines. He describes hope as imagining God’s future into the present and does just that. He gives us a new way of relating to each other inside the church —especially on divisive topics related to our politics and commitments —in hopes of sweeter aroma to those who don’t know Jesus. And he prods us to engage the issues of the world we live in —poverty, abortion, sexual “freedom,” and selfish ambition, to name a few —with humility and love. It’s so easy to be discouraged by the broken state of the church and the world, but Scott reminds us that God’s once-and-for-all restoration project has already begun. We only need to believe that gospel!

KATHERINE LEARY ALSDORF

Founder and director emeritus, Redeemer Center for Faith & Work, and co-author of Every Good Endeavor

As a public official, I am often painfully aware of the church’s tendency to want to paint lines that divide rather than drawing pictures of a life-giving Savior. As an exemplary model of speaking truth in love, Scott is a refreshing alternative to this. I am among many who have the privilege of trying to figure out how to do this alongside him.

BILL HASLAM

Governor of Tennessee

My pastor and friend, Scott Sauls, thoughtfully challenges the instinct to retreat or compromise when perspectives collide. With grace and humility, he calls us to press in and engage those whose perspectives are different than our own. If you are weary of the pressure to choose sides and declare an enemy, Jesus Outside the Lines will show you a refreshingly different path.

TROY TOMLINSON

President and CEO of Sony ATV Music Nashville

I used to wonder why my dear friend Scott Sauls wasn’t already a published author, for I’ve learned so much from my younger brother. But I’m glad he waited. Jesus Outside the Lines isn’t a first book; it’s more like fine wine, distilled wisdom, and the vintage aroma of grace. Thank you, Scott, for showing me that Christianity is both true and beautiful; that I matter, but that I’m not the point; that the family of God is bigger than my favorite tribe in the family; that contextualizing the gospel isn’t compromising the gospel; that God loves the world, not just people in the world; that Jesus isn’t nervously pacing the corridors of heaven, he’s actively making all things new. Thank you, Scott, for reminding me the gospel is so much bigger and better than I can imagine.

SCOTTY SMITH

Founder of Christ Community Church in Franklin, Tennessee, and author of Everyday Prayers

We live in a cultural moment that has made it feel almost impossible for Christians to find their voice. We feel silenced, marginalized, and in need of defending ourselves. But this reaction has not helped. Choosing sides in the larger cultural conflicts has only left us feeling misunderstood, stereotyped, and caricatured. We long for another way. And this is what Scott has given us in this book. With theological insight, cultural astuteness, and the compassionate tone of Jesus, he paints a way for the church to have influence without coercion and put the brilliance of Jesus on display in a pluralistic world. A worthy read.

JON TYSON

Founding pastor of Trinity Grace Church, New York, and author of Sacred Roots: Why the Church Still Matters

Scott Sauls is my pastor and friend. He is a man who deeply loves Christ. He is not a Christian writer as much as he is a writer and pastor and father and husband and brother and son who is a Christian, a follower of Christ. Scott’s words will challenge you, make you mad and happy, make you cry and make you laugh. Art is supposed to make you feel something and glorify God all at the same time. I believe he accomplishes that!

TOM DOUGLAS

Hall of Fame songwriter

As a pastor, it’s a given that Scott would comb the Scriptures for answers to so many cultural issues we’re facing today; but he also puts his own story and life into each chapter. I’m so thankful for the overall tone of the book, which combines bold, substantive truth with humility and grace. Jesus Outside the Lines will be an amazing companion to those of us attempting to be “salt and light” in our world.

LEE NORWOOD

Senior vice president of men’s design, Polo Ralph Lauren

The deepest learning we do is always over the shoulder and through the heart. In Jesus Outside the Lines, Scott Sauls invites everyone everywhere into an honest conversation about the things that matter most —and therefore at the same time are the most tender and contentious for us. But he does so as a friend, offering thoughtful, rich, even pastoral counsel for believer and unbeliever alike, longing as he does that we find ways to flourish as human beings who have commitments and convictions about God, politics, money, sexuality, and more, agreeing to disagree where we must, but with love and respect, with listening and friendship. In our polarizing world, where the more we know about each other means the less we care for each other, Scott’s vision is a gift for those who care for our common good.

STEVEN GARBER

Founder and principal of the Washington Institute for Faith, Vocation & Culture and author of Visions of Vocation: Common Grace for the Common Good

I’ve always valued my conversations and friendship with Scott Sauls, particularly when it comes to his vision of countercultural acts of love, justice, and service. As a QB in the NFL for the past seventeen years, I appreciate Scott putting to paper the feelings and discussions that we often engage in amidst the locker-room setting. Scott boldly and bravely addresses polarizing issues we deal with today in ways I’ve previously never considered. Thoughtfully reflecting on Jesus Outside the Lines, I realize this book paints a clear picture of what I hope to become as a follower of Christ.

MATT HASSELBECK

NFL quarterback

Scott Sauls is a refreshing voice, seasoned with maturity and grace regarding the complex issues of our time. He tackles topics that have long created division with such heartfelt hope that I’m more encouraged than ever about the future of the church.

REBEKAH LYONS

Cofounder of Q and author of Freefall to Fly

Scott takes on key issues in an honest and candid manner and helps us understand them in a way that is humane, biblical, and ultimately Christlike. I want to care more for my friends, be quicker to listen to others, and yet with more conviction live for the One who truly offers us life in all its fullness. Jesus Outside the Lines is a helpful companion for this endeavor.

KEITH GETTY

Hymn composer

Jesus Outside the Lines is a valuable encouragement in my quest to live with Jesus and follow his command to love my neighbor. Scott Sauls touches on the most relevant issues a follower of Jesus confronts in our present-day culture. He brings clarity and direction for living in a way that promotes Jesus and builds his Kingdom. Scott’s thoughts are honest, refreshingly real, and, most of all, helpful to me. I have gained a more insightful understanding of how Jesus’ thoughts should affect my own thoughts and how I can live out his commands in my day-to-day walk.

BEN CRANE

PGA Tour golf professional

In Jesus Outside the Lines, Scott Sauls has provided an insightful approach to engaging our world, which is too often fraught with deep-seated conflict and historical divisions. Scott calls us to affirm the dignity of all persons. He urges us to resist the temptation to see each other simply from our own perspective but to see each other as image bearers of God, challenging us to love our neighbors with a radical and honest humility.

ELISE CHONG

Executive director of Hope for New York

Scott Sauls has written a gem. Jesus Outside the Lines is brilliant, accessible, compelling, and compassionate. Scott has his finger on the pulse of a culture that has given up on inadequate representations of Jesus and the Christian faith. With a pastoral tone and apologetic skill, he debunks those misrepresentations and invites us into the joy of faithfully pursuing the biblical Jesus while he equips us to have a better dialogue with those who have yet to encounter him.

JR VASSAR

Pastor of Church at the Cross and author of Glory Hunger: God, the Gospel, and Our Quest for Something More

The kind of voice we increasingly need to help guide deep and respectful conversation around the claims of Jesus is one of humility, kindness, and humor. Judging by this book, Scott Sauls is beginning to emerge as one of our best voices.

SAMMY RHODES

Campus minister, writer, and humorist

In Jesus Outside the Lines, my pastor Scott Sauls provides a path for those less interested in “going to church” and more eager to “be the church.” He presses us toward a keen awareness of the image of God in humanity, thoughtfully engaging us to love each and every neighbor, not just a select few, even as we love ourselves. Scott calls us to subversive, countercultural acts of love, justice, and service for the common good with a vision to further the Kingdom of God in our time. If you are looking to be an active and life-giving contributor to God’s mission, you need to look no further than Jesus Outside the Lines.

DANNY HERRON

President/chief executive officer of Habitat for Humanity of Greater Nashville

The “conform or else” mentality of our late modern culture is disheartening, lamentable, and transgressive to human flourishing. Yet the root of the problem isn’t “out there” in our culture, but “in here” in our hearts. In Jesus Outside the Lines, Scott Sauls is authentic and vulnerable as he wisely and gently reminds us of our brokenness and shows us how the power and beauty of the gospel can heal us, from the inside out.

BETHANY JENKINS

Founder of the Park Forum and director of the Gospel Coalition’s “Every Square Inch”

From disagreements to unity, from outrage to true humility, Scott Sauls’s Jesus Outside the Lines offers grace as the compelling alternative to the current social norms of judgment and reductionism. Fueled by how Jesus embodied his words and loved his enemies, Scott’s book offers a conversational and winsome reminder to be attentive to particulars in a world of generalities. The book is an invitation to respect one another, even when we disagree. When this kind of generosity is the banner, truth and love come together and triumph over tribal divisions.

SANDRA MCCRACKEN

Singer/songwriter

I admire Scott Sauls as I admire few other pastors. And now all of us can benefit from him through his writing. Jesus Outside the Lines is the message we need to hear right now, as our nation is so deeply divided. Just imagine the peace we could enjoy together if we erased our self-invented lines and let Jesus redraw them for us in his own unsettling, beautiful way. Scott’s book can free us to do so.

RAY ORTLUND

Author and lead pastor of Immanuel Church in Nashville, Tennessee

As my former pastor and colleague, and now friend, I have always known Scott Sauls to provide thoughtful and considered perspectives on a wide range of topics and theological tangles. Though I differ in thinking from Scott on some points, I appreciate the way he approaches some of the more controversial issues facing the church and the world in the spirit of Christ and his desire for reconciliation. Scott knows so much about God’s grace, and he shares that here in this book. I highly recommend it.

JULIET VEDRAL

Executive editor, The Wheelhouse Review

As Christians with strong convictions, we often feel the need to argue and defend our positions. And certainly, we should be prepared to give a reason for the hope we have and to articulate important doctrines. But as Scott explains, we can do so in a winsome way that doesn’t alienate or demonize those who disagree with us. We need to seek to understand before seeking to be understood. We need to extend grace and compassion. In short, if we want to change the current antagonistic culture that pervades much of the church, we must learn to love our enemies, not just our tribe. In Jesus Outside the Lines, Scott shows us how.

JULIE ROYS

Speaker, blogger, freelance journalist, and host of Up for Debate, a national talk program on the Moody Radio Network

In our age of explosion of readable media, I, ironically, find myself reading less and less, unless it is within my immediate field of research interest. As I began reading Scott Sauls’s Jesus Outside the Lines, however, I knew I was encountering something truly extraordinary. Now that I’ve finished reading, this would be the very first book I’d recommend to anyone who wants to get beyond the incessant cultural and political strife —so prevalent in our time —which inexorably begets the erosion of genuine Christian faith. In fact, I would recommend this to my own child as the first cultural primer as a sojourner on his way to the City of God. Tolle lege!

PAUL C. H. LIM

Vanderbilt Divinity School, Nashville, Tennessee
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FOREWORD

I PREFER LIFE INSIDE THE LINES.

Clean, straight, black and white. That’s way simpler.

Who wants to live in the gray, anyway? Blurred lines breed chaos and confusion. All control feels lost. In the gray we are exposed, our vulnerability and uncertainties put on display. To risk existence in the middle ground requires humility, or more —being misunderstood.

But Christians are supposed to know what they think about everything, right? We are the ones tasked with —commissioned even —to go and tell everyone else what to believe, how to act, and whom to judge. Isn’t that, at least in part, what it means to be a Christian?

Unfortunately, generations of Christians have grown to think so. But this perspective couldn’t be further from the truth. That is, if the truth is Jesus. Deep down we know there’s a better way, but we are unsure how to get there.

Enter Scott Sauls.

As a pastor, New Yorker, Southern gentleman, and caring mentor, Scott is an antidote to our dilemma. His experience spans both the intellectual and the practical. He’s a breath of fresh air!

We need that kind of leadership. We each sense the disconnection, misunderstanding, and chaos going on within our churches and communities. Opinions are strong, and the stakes seem high. The public square we share is evolving at rapid speed, and we no longer know how to civilly dialogue when we disagree.

For some, the reaction is to recoil. They build walls, label enemies, and defend traditions. This makes things simple, black and white. But is that really how we ought to approach one another —and the neighbor God has called us to love?

Jesus doesn’t call us to simple. He calls us into complexity. The human soul, psyche, mind, and emotions are complicated. And if he calls us to anything, it’s to enter into the mess that is day-to-day life alongside broken people in the midst of chaotic circumstances.

Scott walks us through some of the most divisive issues of our day. With a kind, loving, and gentle tone, he carefully aids our thinking while respecting our intellect. He gives us just enough of his own delicate influence to discern a way forward, yet he puts that choice in our hands.

Scott’s desire to help real people engage real problems and find real answers catapults this book to the top of the stack for anyone wanting to understand how to better engage a divided world. His call for unity and understanding is not to be mistaken as compromise; rather, it is pastoral encouragement to live faithfully even when it feels we are at odds with others.

By the end of this book, I’m sure you’ll feel the way I do about Scott. You will have met a caring and thoughtful leader, one who carries a burden of sincere concern for our world while being a trustworthy and reliable guide. He’s not interested in stirring up unhelpful, provocative arguments and banter. But rather, Scott presses into the gray —which is outside the lines, knowing it is only there that we find the heart of Jesus.

Gabe Lyons

Founder of Q and author of The Next Christians




Introduction: JESUS OUTSIDE THE LINES


You can safely assume that you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.

 —ANNE LAMOTT




I DECIDED TO WRITE THIS BOOK because I am tired.

Tired of taking sides, that is.

Are you?

Are you tired of gossip and negative stereotypes? Are you tired of labeling and being labeled? Are you tired of political caricatures and talk-show outrage? Are you tired of opinions being presented as facts? Are you tired of critiques and condemnations that forgo listening and relationships? Are you tired of indignant blog posts and tweets and Facebook posts that take a stand against everyone but that persuade no one? Are you tired of divisions over silly and secondary things? Are you tired of racism, classism, sexism, generationalism, nationalism, denominationalism, doctrinalism, and all other isms that stem from the ism that feeds them all: elitism? Are you tired of the glass being half empty? Are you tired of the endless quest to find something to be mad about? Are you tired of us against God, us against them, and us against ourselves?

Are you tired of the ways that you, too, have succumbed to the against-ness of it all?

Political cartoonist and New York Times op-ed writer Tim Kreider, who concedes that his job requires him to be “professionally furious,” describes a modern epidemic that he calls “outrage porn”:


So many letters to the editor and comments on the Internet have this . . . tone of thrilled vindication: these are people who have been vigilantly on the lookout for something to be offended by, and found it. . . . Obviously, some part of us loves feeling 1) right and 2) wronged. But outrage is like a lot of other things that feel good but, over time, devour us from the inside out. Except it’s even more insidious than most vices because we don’t even consciously acknowledge that it’s a pleasure. We prefer to think of it as a disagreeable but fundamentally healthy reaction to negative stimuli, like pain or nausea, rather than admit that it’s a shameful kick we eagerly indulge again and again. . . . [It is] outrage porn, selected specifically to pander to our impulse to judge and punish, to get us off on righteous indignation.[1]



The commitment to feeling 1) right and 2) wronged is a fairly common phenomenon. But is this a fruitful way for Christians in particular to engage in public conversations about the issues of the day? Jesus taught us a different way.

Tim Keller writes, “Tolerance isn’t about not having beliefs. It’s about how your beliefs lead you to treat people who disagree with you.”[2] This is where biblical Christianity is unparalleled in its beauty and distinctiveness. I am not talking about distorted belief systems that pretend to be Christianity, yet are not. I am talking about the true, pure, undefiled, unfiltered, and altogether biblical and beautiful system of belief —the one that leads people to trust God and have hope for humanity, to visit orphans and widows in their afflictions, to love neighbors who are near and who are in need, and to extend kindness to enemies:


You have heard that it was said, “Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.[3]



Jesus did not merely speak these words as an edict from on high. He became these words. “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”[4] While we were running from him, while we were passively resisting him, while we were actively opposing him, while we were his enemies, Christ —compelled by love —died in our stead.

Do we need any more reason than this to extend kindness to those who don’t see things as we do? Having received such grace, Christians have a compelling reason to be remarkably gracious, inviting, and endearing toward others, including and especially those who disagree with us. Are we known by what we are for instead of what we are against? Are we less concerned about defending our rights —for Jesus laid down his rights —and more concerned about joining Jesus in his mission of loving people, places, and things to life?

When the grace of Jesus sinks in, we will be among the least offended and most loving people in the world.

Jesus Outside the Lines of My Christian Tribe

Jesus loves the element of surprise. He loves to meet us in places where we least expect him —in places that contradict our assumptions and sensibilities, in places where we are least likely to be looking for him. One of these places is in the lives of other believers with whom we disagree on important but less-than-essential beliefs.

I am told that the theologian R. C. Sproul once gave a talk at our church —Christ Presbyterian in Nashville, Tennessee —on how God and people come into relationship with one another. On this particular subject, Dr. Sproul is known to emphasize the sovereign, electing grace of God. Others, like Billy Graham, are known to emphasize human free will. While Dr. Sproul would say we choose God only because God first chose us, Dr. Graham would say that God chose us based on his prior knowledge that we would someday choose him. This is an intramural debate between believers. It is an important issue, but it is not a determining factor in anyone’s eternal destiny.

During the question-and-answer time after Dr. Sproul’s talk, someone asked him if he believed he would see Billy Graham in heaven, to which he replied, “No, I don’t believe I will see Billy Graham in heaven.” Of course, there was a collective gasp. But then he continued, “Billy Graham will be so close to the throne of God, and I will be so far away from the throne of God, that I will be lucky to even get a glimpse of him!”

R. C. Sproul demonstrated that sincere believers can disagree on certain matters, sometimes quite strongly, and still maintain great respect and affection for one another. What’s more, they can find glimpses of Jesus in one another —glimpses that may not be as evident within the confines of their own theological tribes.

The longest recorded prayer we have from Jesus is his famous High Priestly Prayer,[5] in which he asks God that his wildly diverse communion of followers would be united as one. It is no coincidence that the apostle Paul begins most of his letters with the two-part salutation “grace to you” —the standard Greek greeting —and “peace to you” —the standard Jewish greeting. It is no coincidence that he insists that Jews and Greeks, slaves and free people, men and women live together as one through Jesus Christ.[6] All three of these pairings represented the deepest forms of relational hostility to the first-century reader. Jews looked down their noses at Greeks, and Greeks despised Jews. Men were dismissive toward women, and women were embittered toward men. Free people saw slaves as subhuman, and slaves resented free people. Paul calls for an end to such divisions because Christians are in many ways a band of opposites who, over time, grow to love one another through the centering, unifying love of Jesus.

But there is more to unity than the cooling down of hostility. Christians from differing perspectives can learn and mature as they listen humbly and carefully to one another. I treasure the fact that some of my closest “pastor friends” are from traditions other than my own. Besides being excellent company, these friends are meaningful and necessary for my own development as a minister and as a follower of Jesus.

What’s more, I don’t know where I would be without the influence of others who see certain nonessentials differently than I do. I need the wisdom, reasoning, and apologetics of C. S. Lewis, though some of his theological beliefs are different from mine. I need the preaching and charisma of Charles Spurgeon, though his view of baptism is different from mine. I need the resurrection vision of N. T. Wright and the theology of Jonathan Edwards, though their views on church government are different from mine. I need the passion and prophetic courage of Martin Luther King Jr., the cultural intelligence of Soong-Chan Rah, and the Confessions of St. Augustine, though their ethnicities are different from mine. I need the justice impulse and communal passion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, though his nationality is different from mine. I need the spiritual thirst and love drive of Brennan Manning and the prophetic wit of G. K. Chesterton, though both are Roman Catholics and I am a Protestant. I need the hymns and personal holiness of John and Charles Wesley, though some of their doctrinal distinctives are different from mine. I need the glorious weakness of Joni Eareckson Tada, the spirituality of Marva Dawn, the trusting perseverance of Elisabeth Elliot, the long-suffering spirit of Amy Carmichael, the transparency of Rebekah Lyons, the thankfulness of Ann Voskamp, the Kingdom vision of Amy Sherman, and the integrity of Patti Sauls, though their gender is different from mine.

As St. Augustine reputedly said, “In nonessentials, liberty.” To this we might add, “In nonessentials, open-minded receptivity.” We Christians must allow ourselves to be shaped by other believers. The more we move outside the lines of our own traditions and cultures, the more we will also be moving toward Jesus.

Jesus Outside the Lines of Christianity

Jesus makes the audacious claim that he has the truth and that he is the truth. He declares that anyone who knows and receives the truth is going to be set free. But he goes further than this. In his most famous sermon, Jesus says that any claim or idea —no matter how sincere —that contradicts him or his teaching is false and, if not forsaken, will lead to disastrous consequences:


Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.[7]



Jesus draws a line in the sand. Whether or not our hearts and minds resonate with, respond to, and surrender to the message of his life, death, burial, and resurrection will determine eternal outcomes for us. Our movement toward him in faith or away from him in unbelief, our saying to him, “Thy will be done” or “My will be done,” will indicate whether he has graciously drawn us into his Kingdom or justly left us outside of it. We are either part of his family or not part of his family.

In this sense, as far as Jesus is concerned, everyone will ultimately “take a side.”

Yet Jesus gave so much of his time, attention, and love to people who did not side with him. A journey through the Gospels shows that he was especially tender toward people who did not believe in him or follow him.

What does this mean for us today? What does this mean for how we Christians, in particular, should relate to those who do not believe as we do?

This excerpt from an essay written by a chaplain at Harvard addresses these questions:


The divide between Christians and atheists is deep. . . . I’m dedicated to bridging that divide —to working with . . . atheists, Christians, and people of all different beliefs and backgrounds on building a more cooperative world. We have a lot of work to do. . . . My hope is that these tips can help foster better dialogue between Christians and atheists and that, together, we can work to see a world in which people are able to have honest, challenging, and loving conversations across lines of difference.[8]



The Harvard chaplain’s name is Chris Stedman.

He is an atheist.

Is it possible for those who believe and those who do not believe in Jesus to disagree with each other on sensitive subjects and still maintain meaningful and even loving friendships with one another? As an atheist, Chris Stedman believes it is possible. As a follower of Jesus, I believe it is not only possible but that it is an essential part of Christian life.

In theory this sounds reasonable, but in real life it is difficult. As Dostoyevsky writes in The Brothers Karamazov, love in practice is a dreadful thing compared to the love in dreams. In real life, disagreeing about sensitive subjects can reveal pain, sorrow, and complexity. It is with this truth in mind that Christians must navigate the complex and often paradoxical waters of conviction and love.

Is it possible to profoundly disagree with someone and love that person deeply at the same time? Is it possible to hold deep convictions and simultaneously embrace those who reject your deep convictions?

Jesus tells us the answer is yes. And he shows us the answer is yes.

Are you familiar with Jesus’ encounter with the rich young man? Jesus told the man to sell all of his possessions, give to the poor, and then follow him. The man then turned away from Jesus because he had great wealth. There are two incredibly significant details in this account that we may overlook. First, Jesus looked at the man and loved him. Second, the man walked away from Jesus feeling sad. Not judged. Not ticked off. Sad. He walked away in the tension of paradox —enslaved by his affluence, yet sensing that by walking away from Jesus he might be forfeiting an even greater, more life-giving form of wealth.[9]

What matters more to us —that we successfully put others in their place, or that we are known to love well? That we win culture wars with carefully constructed arguments and political power plays, or that we win hearts with humility, truth, and love? God have mercy on us if we do not love well because all that matters to us is being right and winning arguments. Truth and love can go together. Truth and love must go together.

Peter wrote these words into a climate in which Christians were routinely criticized, marginalized, and persecuted:


In your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.[10]



Slanderers and persecutors put to shame . . . through gentleness and respect.

I believe that Dan Cathy has been listening to Peter. Dan Cathy, the president of Chick-fil-A, is a Christian who was thrust into the public eye after answering a reporter’s question about his beliefs regarding gay marriage. Cathy, wanting to be true to his understanding of what Scripture says about the issue, stated simply that he believes marriage is designed for a man and a woman. What followed was an organized and highly publicized protest against him, his commitment to the Bible, and his business, which was boycotted by many.

In response to the boycott, scores of Cathy’s supporters rallied for “Chick-fil-A Appreciation Day,” buying millions of chicken sandwiches in a show of solidarity —a protest against the protest.

Dan Cathy did not personally affirm or join in the protest against the protest.

Instead, he quietly reached out to one of his strongest critics, gay activist Shane Windmeyer, who eventually shared these words in an essay that he submitted to the Huffington Post:


It is not often that people with deeply held and completely opposing viewpoints actually risk sitting down and listening to one another. We see this failure to listen and learn in our government, in our communities and in our own families. Dan Cathy and I would, together, try to do better than each of us had experienced before.

Never once did Dan or anyone from Chick-fil-A ask for Campus Pride to stop protesting Chick-fil-A. On the contrary, Dan listened intently to our concerns and . . . [he] sought first to understand, not to be understood. . . . Dan and I shared respectful, enduring communication and built trust. His demeanor has always been one of kindness and openness. . . . Dan expressed regret and genuine sadness when he heard of people being treated unkindly in the name of Chick-fil-A —but he offered no apologies for his genuine beliefs about marriage.[11]



Deep disagreement and no apologies for what he believes.

Love, respect, listening, and friendship.

At the same time.

A Way Forward for Those Who Are Tired of Taking Sides

Are you looking for a way forward in which more bridges are built and fewer are burned? Do you want to express your faith in ways that move beyond stereotypes and that are coherent, beautiful, and true? Do you want to be known for the people, places, and things that you are for instead of the people, places, and things that you are against? Do you want to overcome the tension of wanting to be true to your beliefs and engage the culture? Are you ready to move away from polarizing conversations and toward Jesus and your neighbor?

This is our journey.

It’s a journey that Jesus invites us to embark upon.

It’s a journey outside the lines.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this introduction? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	What are your thoughts on Tim Kreider’s theory that “some part of us loves feeling 1) right and 2) wronged”? How has this theory proven true in your experience, and what have been the results?

	Similarly, what are your thoughts on what Tim Keller says about tolerance, that tolerance “isn’t about not having beliefs. It’s about how your beliefs lead you to treat people who disagree with you”?

	Sauls writes, “When the grace of Jesus sinks in, we will be among the least offended and most loving people in the world.” Among the Christians that you know, in what ways have you found this to be true? In what ways have you found it untrue?

	Within Christianity, do you tend to be receptive or suspicious of contributions made by people from traditions other than your own? How does this manifest itself?

	How did you react to the atheist chaplain’s stated desire for Christians and atheists to work together, where they are able, for the common good?

	Similarly, how did you react to the story about the friendship between Christian businessman Dan Cathy and gay activist Shane Windmeyer? Would Jesus respond similarly? Why or why not?





[1] Tim Kreider, We Learn Nothing: Essays and Cartoons (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012), 50–51.


[2] See, for example, Timothy Keller’s Facebook page, accessed October 10, 2014, https://www.facebook.com/TimKellerNYC/posts/747055218667700.


[3] Matthew 5:43-48, NIV.


[4] Romans 5:8, emphasis added.


[5] See John 17.


[6] See Galatians 3:28.


[7] Matthew 7:24-27.


[8] Chris Stedman, “Want to Talk to Non-Christians? Six Tips from an Atheist,” Q Ideas, “Articles,” accessed October 15, 2014, http://www.qideas.org/articles/want-to-talk-to-non-christians-six-tips-from-an-atheist/.


[9] See Mark 10:17-27.


[10] 1 Peter 3:15-16.


[11] Shane Windmeyer, “Dan and Me: My Coming Out as a Friend of Dan Cathy and Chick-fil-A,” Huffington Post, January 28, 2013, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/shane-l-windmeyer/dan-cathy-chick-fil-a_b_2564379.html.
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Chapter One: RED STATE OR BLUE STATE?


I met those of our society who had votes in the ensuing election, and advised them, 1. To vote, without fee or reward, for the person they judged most worthy: 2. To speak no evil of the person they voted against: and, 3. To take care their spirits were not sharpened against those that voted on the other side.

 —JOHN WESLEY




SOMETIMES A SERMON CAN BE a polarizing thing. Once I was preaching to a crowd of New Yorkers about how Christians should respond to the problem of poverty. I will never forget two e-mails that I received the following week, both in reference to the same sermon. The writer of the first e-mail, among other things, accused me of being a right-wing extremist. The writer of the second e-mail said that he was certain that I must be a left-wing Marxist.

Time for a career change? I hope not.

There are few subjects that cause people to become more heated and opinionated than the subject of politics. Yet in the public discourse, the most heated and opinionated people seem to get nowhere with their heated opinions. During the 2012 presidential election, a friend of mine posted the following on his Facebook page:


Dear person passionately pushing your political agenda on Facebook,

Congratulations! You have convinced me to change my vote. Thank you for helping me see the light.

Appreciatively yours,

No one.



When I received the two critical e-mails in response to my sermon about poverty, I shared them with Tim Keller, who at the time was my boss and mentor. Tim recommended that I seek to learn what I could from the experience but not to worry too much about the negative feedback, because it could actually be a good sign. For us preachers, Tim said, the longer it takes people to figure out where we stand on politics, in all likelihood the more faithfully we are preaching Jesus.

As is the case with every paradox associated with Christianity, there is a both/and and a neither/nor component to Christianity as it relates to political loyalties. Unless a human system is fully centered on God (no human system is), Jesus will have things to affirm and things to critique about it. The political left and the political right are no exception.

That helps me. I hope it will help all of us, especially those who are tired of the rancor and caricature that so often accompany political discussions.

The Bible and Government

The first thing I want to say about government is that God is in favor of it. This should encourage anyone with a career in public service. Presidents, members of Congress, governors, mayors, aldermen and alderwomen, as well as police officers, military personnel, park and school district employees, and other public servants play an important role in God’s plan to renew the world.

The Bible identifies three institutions that God has established to resist decay in society and promote its flourishing. These are the nuclear family, the church, and the government. The focus of this chapter is to consider specifically what the Bible says about government.

We know that Jesus paid taxes and encouraged his disciples to do the same.[1] To those living in Rome, whose government was not always friendly to Christians, the apostle Paul encouraged submission to the governing authorities, who are “ministers of God” and to whom taxes, respect, and honor are owed. Peter likewise tells believers that part of their service to the common good is to fear God and honor the Roman emperor.[2]

The Bible also highlights God-fearing men and women who served in public office. Debra served as judge over Israel, Joseph served as prime minister for the Egyptian pharaoh, Daniel served in the court of Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon, and Nehemiah was a trusted official for the Persian king Artaxerxes. Jesus gave high praise to a Roman soldier for his exemplary faith.[3] These and other examples confirm that government, whether in theocratic ancient Israel or secular Egypt, Babylon, Persia, or Rome, has always been part of God’s plan.

Whose Side Is Jesus On?

When it comes to politics, the Bible gives us no reason to believe that Jesus would side completely with one political viewpoint over another. Rather, when it comes to kings and kingdoms, Jesus sides with himself.

The following encounter between Joshua, an Israelite military commander headed into battle, and the angel of the Lord is instructive:


When Joshua was by Jericho, he lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, a man was standing before him with his drawn sword in his hand. And Joshua went to him and said to him, “Are you for us, or for our adversaries?” And he said, “No; but I am the commander of the army of the LORD. Now I have come.” And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and worshiped and said to him, “What does my lord say to his servant?” And the commander of the LORD’s army said to Joshua, “Take off your sandals from your feet, for the place where you are standing is holy.” And Joshua did so.[4]



Lord, are you for us or for our adversaries? “No, I’m not,” he replies.

The question, then, is not whether Jesus is on our side but whether we are on his. This is the appropriate question not only for politics and government but also every other concern.

It may surprise us to know that there was political diversity among Jesus’ disciples. Included in the Twelve are Simon, a Zealot, and Matthew, a tax collector. This is significant because Zealots worked against the government, while tax collectors worked for the government. Interestingly, Matthew the tax collector emphasizes this diversity more than any of the other Gospel writers.[5] Despite their opposing viewpoints, Matthew and Simon were friends, and Matthew wanted us to know this.

Matthew’s emphasis on a tax collector and a Zealot living in community suggests a hierarchy of loyalties, especially for Christians. Our loyalty to Jesus and his Kingdom must always exceed our loyalty to an earthly agenda, whether political or otherwise. We should feel “at home” with people who share our faith but not our politics even more than we do with people who share our politics but not our faith. If this is not our experience, then we very well may be rendering to Caesar what belongs to God.

People from varying political persuasions can experience unity under a single, first allegiance to Jesus the King, who on the cross removed and even “killed” the hostility between people on the far left, people on the far right, and people everywhere in between.[6] Wherever the reign of Jesus is felt, differences are embraced and even celebrated as believers move toward one another in unity and peace.

Now let’s consider two different ways to look at politics. First, we will consider the world’s politics. Then we will look at the politics of God’s Kingdom.

The World’s Politics

In the eighteenth chapter of John’s Gospel, we see a clash between two governors: Pontius Pilate, the governor of Rome, and Jesus Christ, the governor of the universe.[7]

Jesus is brought to Pilate by an angry mob. The mob charges Jesus with being an enemy of the state and a threat to Caesar’s preeminence. Pilate, wanting to hear the account directly from Jesus, asks him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” Jesus responds, “You say that I am a king. For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world —to bear witness to the truth.” Not sensing Jesus to be a threat, Pilate says dismissively to the crowd, “I find no guilt in him.”[8] But then he makes a concession according to Jewish custom to release one man for them at the Passover. The crowd pressures Pilate to release Barabbas, a known murderer and insurrectionist, and to crucify Jesus in Barabbas’s place. Wanting to please the crowds, Pilate accommodates. Jesus, the innocent man, gets the death penalty. Barabbas, the guilty man, goes free. Modern politics can also work this way.

The goal of politics is to get people to support a particular vision for the world and to conduct their lives according to that vision. In pursuit of this goal, politicians today often use the same strategies that Jesus’ accusers and Pilate employed: misuse of power and manipulation of truth.

The Misuse of Power

The world’s politics rely heavily on power. Pilate finds himself caught between a rock and a hard place: he believes that Jesus is innocent; he also knows that Barabbas is guilty. Yet the calculating governor is desperate to please the crowds. As he considers the accusations against Jesus, he goes back and forth between his private chamber and then back out to the crowds. Though he knows who is innocent and who is not, he can’t decide whom to crucify and whom to set free.

What is happening here? We can assume that Pilate is taking the temperature of the crowd. He is assessing potential outcomes, discerning which course of action will be best for his own approval rating as well as the preservation of his own stature. His conscience makes him reluctant to crucify Jesus, yet he wants the favor of the crowd. But in worldly politics, when conscience and the crowd are at odds with one another, the crowd always wins. When the crowd always wins, bad people can go free and good people suffer.

I love the animated movie Shrek for many reasons. There is so much about the human experience that the film gets right. One such example is the pitiful little ruler of the land, Lord Farquaad.

Farquaad is a single man. The one thing he feels is missing from his kingdom is the lovely princess Fiona, who has long been locked up in a castle far away, guarded by a deadly, fire-breathing dragon. There have been many failed attempts to rescue Fiona; many would-be rescuers have lost their lives.

Farquaad gathers his bravest knights together for a competition. The knights are placed inside an arena to duel against each other until only one of them is left standing. The prevailing knight will have the “honor” of going out on Lord Farquaad’s behalf to rescue Fiona. Farquaad, himself a coward, offers the following “inspirational” speech to the knights before they turn against each other in the arena:


Brave knights, you are the best and brightest in all the land. Today one of you shall prove himself. That champion shall have the honor —no, no —the privilege to go forth and rescue the lovely Princess Fiona from the fiery keep of the dragon. If for any reason the winner is unsuccessful, the first runner-up will take his place and so on and so forth. Some of you may die, but it’s a sacrifice I am willing to make.[9]



The world’s politics. Your hopes, desires, ambitions, good name —and, if necessary, your life —are worth sacrificing in order to protect and advance my agenda. And I will use my power, the authority of my office, to ensure that this happens. Some of you may die. But it’s a sacrifice I am willing to make. The ends justify the means.

Manipulation of the Truth

The world’s politics are also laced with manipulation of the truth, also known as “spin.” We see this in the exchange between Pilate and the accusing crowds. When Pilate asks Jesus if he is king of the Jews, Pilate is not interested in spiritual matters. He wants the answer to one question: Is this man a threat to my power? Is he an enemy of Caesar, and therefore also my enemy? What is the size of his following? What is his agenda? What kind of momentum is there behind his movement?

Pilate would not be asking any of these questions about Jesus had the crowds not spun Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God to mean that Jesus was an enemy of the state. In reality this is a silly and baseless accusation, because Christ’s teaching directs his followers to honor those in authority in every way possible. This being true, to the degree that Christians follow the teachings of Jesus, they will actually be perceived as the most refreshing and cooperative citizens of any earthly kingdom.

Pilate’s agenda was of no concern to Jesus’ accusers, because Jesus’ growing influence threatened the status quo for them as well. In order to keep Jesus at bay, they created a false narrative about him and went public with it. Eventually it got him killed.

How about us? Are we also prone to exaggerate, spin, and tell half-truths to protect (or usurp) the status quo? How easy it can be to get pulled in to the politics of spin. Some of us have become so used to these tactics and so numb to them that we —yes, even we who claim to be people of truth —have become willing participants in the spin.

On this side of the aisle is our candidate, the answer to all of the world’s problems. She can do no wrong. On that side of the aisle is their candidate, the reason for all of the world’s problems. He can do no right.

Are such partisan caricatures and political absolutes a Christian practice, or are they decidedly un-Christian? What do you think?

Leaning toward a certain party is one thing (Matthew did it, Simon did it, and Jesus allowed it), but it is important to see that a partisan spirit can actually run against the Spirit of God. If there ever was a partisan crowd in the Bible, it was the crowd that pressured Pilate to crucify Jesus instead of Barabbas. Barabbas, a true criminal, went free while Jesus, an innocent man, was executed after having his impeccable character assassinated. This is the essence of partisanship. Partisans inflate the best features of their party while inflating the worst features, real or contrived, of the other party. They ignore the weaknesses of their own party while dismissing the other party’s strengths.

I have good friends on both sides of the political aisle. I trust them. Many of them —on both sides —have a strong commitment to their faith. Because of this I grow perplexed when Christian men and women willingly participate in spin —ready, willing, and armed to follow the world in telling half-truths to promote their candidates, while telling more half-truths to demonize their opponents. Have we forgotten that a half-truth is the equivalent of a full lie? What’s more, political spin is polarizing even within the community of faith.

A Generational Shift

As a pastor I have been struck by what appears to be a strong reaction among the millennial generation (young adults between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five) toward the faith of their baby boomer parents. Some surveys suggest that millennials are either leaving the church or adopting an altogether different expression of Christianity than the one in which they were raised. In an interview with Rolling Stone magazine, reporter Brian Hiatt asked Marcus Mumford whether he still considers himself a Christian. Mumford, a pastor’s son and a famous millennial (he is lead singer of the band Mumford & Sons), had this to say:


I don’t really like [the word Christian]. It comes with so much baggage. So, no, I wouldn’t call myself a Christian. I think the word just conjures up all these religious images that I don’t really like. I have my personal views about the person of Jesus and who he was. . . . I’ve kind of separated myself from the culture of Christianity.[10]



When those who feel a need to distance themselves from Christianity are asked why, Mumford and other millennials cite several reasons. At the top of the list is weariness over the association of right-wing politics with mainstream Christianity. The “culture of Christianity” that Mumford and others want no part of tends to trace directly back to this association. In the realm of politics, millennials have culture-war fatigue.

With this has come a pendulum swing. Wearied by their parents’ right-leaning politics, many millennials have shifted toward the political left. There are good things about this phenomenon. Younger, more progressive-minded believers are bringing a renewed zeal for biblical values such as service, care for the poor, inclusion of people on the margins, ethnic and cultural diversity, and other forms of social justice into their communities. What one wonders, however, is how a generational shift to the political left will play out in the long run. Do millennials risk repeating their parents’ errors, the only difference being a co-opting of blue-state sensibilities into faith instead of red-state ones? Will their children sense an imbalance in them as well? Only time will tell.

The Politics of God’s Kingdom

Please don’t hear me saying that it is wrong for a Christian to support one political party over another. Christians have liberty in things that are nonessential, including politics; that’s the point I am trying to make here. The political left and the political right both have good things to say, and both have their problems as well. It can be damaging to think otherwise.

For example, during the 1992 presidential elections a friend of mine told me about an awkward moment in his Bible study. One of the group members expressed excitement because that Sunday, she had seen a bumper sticker promoting the “other party” in the church’s parking lot. She was excited because, to her, this was an indication that non-Christians had come to visit. Imagine the awkwardness when another member of the group chimed in, “Um . . . that’s my bumper sticker that you saw.”

Can we talk? If a Zealot and a tax collector share a common faith that transcends opposing political loyalties, then left-leaning and right-leaning believers must do the same. It is wrong to question someone’s faith because they don’t vote like you do. Yes, wrong.

It’s Not about Which Side of the Aisle

More recently, a member of our church asked me if I could help him find a Bible study group filled with people he doesn’t agree with politically. This really encouraged me, because it shows that there are indeed some Christians who value the growth and sharpening that can come from diversity, including political diversity. This is a man who, unlike those whose maturing process is stunted by blind partisan loyalty, is on a fast track toward greater maturity. As he opens himself to learn from the perspective of others, he also moves toward Jesus, who is neither conservative nor liberal, yet is also both.

In many ways, Jesus is more conservative than the far right. For instance, he says that “not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished.”[11] He warns that anyone who adds to or takes away from the words of his Book will not share in the tree of life or the Holy City. He emphasizes the importance of evangelism and conversion and said that unless you are born again, you cannot see the Kingdom of God.[12] These are all hallmarks of today’s conservative Christians.

Jesus is also in many ways more liberal than the far left. In saying repeatedly, “You have heard that it was said . . . But I say to you . . . ,” he upends the long-held traditions of his time, establishing a new vision for the world for anyone who would receive it.[13] In this, Jesus is quite subversive with respect to the cultural norms of his time. He says that traditional Jews and modern Gentiles should not separate, but should stay in community together, and that serving the poor is central to his mission.[14] That’s all very progressive of him.

How Do We Know We Are on God’s Side?

The politics of God’s Kingdom are different from the world’s politics. Kingdom politics reject the world’s methods of misusing power and manipulating the truth. What does it look like for Christians to live out Jesus’ Kingdom vision in our daily lives? It looks like taking care of widows and orphans, advocating for the poor, improving economies, paying taxes, honoring those in authority, loving our neighbors, pursuing excellence at work, and blessing those who persecute us. When this happens, kings, presidents, governors, mayors, law enforcement officers, park officials, and other public servants will take notice. Those in authority will begin to see Christians as an asset to society. They will recognize and appreciate that Christians, as citizens first and foremost of God’s Kingdom, value leaving the world in better shape than we found it. Consider these words from C. S. Lewis:


If you read history you will find that the Christians who did the most for the present world were just those who thought most of the next. . . . The conversion of the Roman Empire, the great men who built up the Middle Ages, the English Evangelicals who abolished the Slave Trade, all left their mark on Earth, precisely because their minds were occupied with Heaven. It is since Christians have largely ceased to think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in this.[15]



Let’s consider for a moment what history does in fact tell us.

CHRISTIANITY HAS ALWAYS THRIVED MOST AS A LIFE-GIVING MINORITY, NOT A POLITICAL MAJORITY

Some believe that putting Christians in office and other places of power is the key to transforming the world. “If only there were more people in power who followed Jesus,” the reasoning goes, “that would be the game changer that would finally make the world what God intends it to be.” While it is indeed a very good thing for Christians to serve in public office, neither the Bible nor history supports the idea that holding positions of power is the key to bringing God’s Kingdom to earth as it is in heaven. On this point, Jesus’ own resistance to earthly power is telling. At the peak of his popularity, the people wanted him to be king. But he had a different agenda: “Perceiving then that they were about to come and take him by force to make him king, Jesus withdrew again to the mountain by himself.”[16]

Why would Jesus resist earthly power? Why would even a “politician” after God’s own heart, King David, tell us not to trust in chariots, horses, or princes?[17] Because Christianity always flourishes most as a life-giving minority, not as a powerful majority. It is through subversive, countercultural acts of love, justice, and service for the common good that Christianity has always gained the most ground.

For example, Christians in ancient Rome faced severe opposition and persecution from the state. Yet in this climate, believers had “favor with all the people”[18] because of the refreshing way in which they loved all their neighbors. Following many failed attempts to exterminate Christians from Rome, the emperor Julian wrote a letter to his friend Arsacius. In the letter, Julian conceded that the more he tried to destroy Christians, the more their movement grew. Said the emperor, “The impious Galileans [Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well.”[19]

When did Christianity begin to falter in Rome? It began when a later emperor, Constantine, sought to impose Christianity on all of Rome as the state religion. The results were disastrous. Rather than becoming more like the city of God, Rome went into spiritual decline, and the salt of early Christianity eventually lost its savor. The same can be said of many European countries. When those in power made Christianity the state religion, the church began its decline toward irrelevance. More recently, the so-called Moral Majority sought to bring “Christian values” to American society through political activism and “taking a stand” for what they believe. Unfortunately for them, this strategy has had a reverse effect.

CHRISTIANITY EMBRACES BOTH CONSERVATIVE AND PROGRESSIVE VALUES

The Kingdom of Jesus does not advance through spin, political maneuvering, manipulation of power, or “taking a stand” for what we believe (do we ever see Jesus, or for that matter, Paul or any of the apostles, taking a stand against secular society or government?). Rather, the Kingdom of Jesus advances through subversive acts of love —acts that flow from conservative and progressive values. This is the beauty of the Christian movement. It embraces the very best of both points of view, while pushing back on the flaws, shortcomings, and injustices inherent in both.

How does this work?

By the third century, in spite of a government that stood against religious freedom (except for the freedom to worship Caesar), the social fabric of Rome had been transformed for the better. Believers in Christ were the chief contributors to this transformation. Here are a few examples:

First, Christians led the way in the movement for women’s equality. At that time there were double standards in Rome with respect to gender. A woman was expected to be faithful to her husband, while a man could have multiple mistresses and wives. Unmarried and childless women were ostracized. If a woman’s husband died, she had two years to find a new husband before the state would withdraw support and she would likely starve. Christians took up the cause of women, giving them prominent places of honor in the church, taking care of widows as if they were family, and insisting that men be faithful to their wives. In spite of prevailing cultural values, a Christian man was expected to be either single or a “one-woman man,” the husband of one wife. The virtue of monogamous sexuality within marriage —a conservative value today —was at play. But so was the progressive virtue of equality —men could no longer treat women as inferior.

Second, infanticide was prominent in early Rome. There was no prevailing ethic of life except that certain lives were expendable. Consider this excerpt from a letter by a man named Hilarion to his wife, Alis, who was expecting a child. Hilarion was away on business and sent these instructions about the child in Alis’s womb:


Do not worry if when all others return I remain in Alexandria. I beg and beseech of you to take care of the little child, and, as soon as we receive wages, I will send them to you. If —good luck to you! —you have a child, if it is a boy, let it live; if it is a girl, throw it out. You told Aphrodisias to tell me: “Do not forget me.” How can I forget you? I beg you therefore not to worry.[20]



It is stunning how upbeat he is toward his wife on the one hand and how heartless he is toward the child on the other . . . if it is a girl, that is. “If it is a girl, throw it out.” Sadly, this was all too common in Rome. Christians, however, became known for taking up the cause of orphans (girls, children of other races or with special needs —it didn’t matter) by welcoming them into their families and raising them to adulthood. Here we have the conservative virtue of protecting the unborn plus the progressive virtues of championing female equality and social justice.

Third, as in Hitler’s Germany, the poor in Rome were coldly viewed as “useless eaters,” a drain on society. But in Christian communities the poor were treated with dignity and honor. There was a spirit of compassion and generosity among Christians, which manifested in the sharing of wealth to narrow the income gap —a progressive value. But generosity was voluntary, not forced —a conservative value. I once heard someone say that though the early Christians were monogamous with their bodies, they were promiscuous with their wallets.

My friend Erik Lokkesmoe says that it is the job of Christians to help certain parts of government become unnecessary. Of course he does not mean there should be no government at all, just less need for government in those areas that Scripture entrusts to the church’s care. God gave us government to restrain evil and uphold the peace in society. He gave us the church to (among other things) champion the cause of the weak, heal the sick, feed the hungry, and show hospitality to people on the margins. With his statement, Erik calls the church to a renewed vision of being a countercultural movement that works for the good of all.

The Kingdom of God advances on earth as it is in heaven when the people of God, loved and kept by Jesus, assume a public faith that includes, but is certainly not limited to, government. Public faith enriches the world not by grasping for earthly power but through self-donation. This is how Jesus transformed Jerusalem. This is how Christianity transformed Rome. This is how Christianity can transform any society, including our own.

“Seek first the kingdom of God . . . , and all these things will be added to you.”[21]


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Sauls writes, “There are few subjects that cause people to become more heated and opinionated than the subject of politics. Yet in the public discourse, the most heated and opinionated people seem to get nowhere with their heated opinions.” What is your initial response to this thought?

	Citing political diversity among Jesus’ twelve disciples, Sauls says that “we should feel ‘at home’ with people who share our faith but not our politics even more than we do with people who share our politics but not our faith.” What is your response to this?

	This chapter suggests that even Christians can manipulate the truth in politics and become willing participants in spin —baptizing their own agendas while demonizing the opposition through caricature. Where you have seen this occur, did it lead to positive or poor outcomes? Explain.

	What is your initial response to the idea that Jesus is neither conservative nor liberal, yet he is also both?

	If you had to choose, would you want Christians’ role in the world to be that of a “religious majority” or a “life-giving minority?” Do you agree or disagree with the idea that, as C. S. Lewis once said, the best citizens of the present world are the ones who think the most of the next? Explain.
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Chapter Two: FOR THE UNBORN OR FOR THE POOR?


The whole concept of the . . . “image of God,” is the idea that all men have something within them that God injected. . . . And this gives [man] a uniqueness, it gives him worth, it gives him dignity. And we must never forget this . . . there are no gradations in the image of God. Every man from a treble white to a bass black is significant on God’s keyboard, precisely because every man is made in the image of God. One day we will learn that. We will know one day that God made us to live together as brothers and to respect the dignity and worth of every man.

 —MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.




ONE OF MODERN SOCIETY’S MOST HEATED, polarizing conversations centers on the value of human life. Everyone, of course, will say that they believe human life is sacred. But not everyone seems to treat all human life as equally sacred.

For example, the political right has historically placed a high value on the sanctity of human life in the womb. The historic Roe v. Wade decision, viewed by many as one of the darkest, most tragic verdicts ever handed down by the Supreme Court, has since led to nearly sixty million abortions in the United States. These staggering numbers are unconscionable to those who call themselves “pro-life,” many of whom have dedicated time, energy, and money in efforts to overturn Roe v. Wade in defense of the unborn. Many of these men and women would say that they are driven by a God-given passion to defend and protect “the least of these” and that it is society’s moral obligation to stand with the weak because they are unable to speak for or defend themselves. For Christians on the political right, the pro-life position is so intertwined with the biblical teaching that human life begins at conception[1] that some have been so bold as to proclaim that a vote for the Democratic party is the equivalent of a vote against Jesus.

Similarly, the political left has historically placed a high value on the sanctity of human life outside the womb. Generally speaking, the liberal or progressive wing is known for championing the rights of the postnatal poor, weak, and oppressed. Many of these men and women also would say that they are driven by a God-given passion to defend and protect “the least of these,” and that it is society’s moral obligation to stand with the weak because they are unable to speak for or defend themselves. For Christians on the political left, the pro-poor and weak and oppressed position is so intertwined with the biblical teaching that Jesus, too, is for the poor and weak and oppressed[2] that some have been so bold as to proclaim that a vote for the Republican party is the equivalent of a vote against Jesus.

Responding to conservative concerns related to the unborn, liberals will cry, “What about the mother’s health? What about the mother’s right to choose what she does with her own body? You anti-choice people show no sympathy or concern for anyone but the fetus!” Conservatives will reply, “You pro-choice people are not pro-choice at all. You are pro-death! What about the child in the womb who isn’t given a choice? What about the rights and the health of the weakest and most vulnerable human being in the equation, the one whose rights are taken away by people who don’t care about anybody but themselves?”

Responding to the liberal concerns related to the postnatal poor, weak, and oppressed, conservatives will cry, “But we do care about the poor and weak and oppressed! If government would get out of the way and allow the private sector to create more jobs and more opportunities, everyone will have a better chance to succeed. Plus, so many people are poor because of their own doing. They are lazy, unmotivated, and unwilling to go out and get a job.” Liberals will reply, “If a poor person came to you for an interview, would you hire them? Have you ever interviewed a poor person? Have you ever met a poor person? Of course you haven’t, because you only pretend to care for the poor. All you really care about is your bottom line!”

And so it goes. Both sides claim that they are upholding the sanctity of human life. Both sides claim that their utmost concern is for “the least of these.” Both sides believe without a doubt that Jesus is on their side. And both sides, believing that they possess the moral high ground, launch verbal and digital grenades at the other for having such a low regard for human dignity.

Could it be that both sides are right and both sides are wrong?

Could it be that both sides are lopsided in their emphasis?

Could it be that both sides are prone to privilege one type of human being while dismissing another type of human being?

For Jesus, just as was the case for Martin Luther King Jr., “There are no gradations in the image of God.” In other words, in Jesus’ eyes there is no such thing as one type of person who is more special than another type of person. A crying infant is as significant and valuable as a famous actor, a homeless person as a president, a student as a teacher, a private as a general, a concessions worker as a quarterback, a patient as a surgeon, and a janitor as a CEO.

Made in God’s Image

According to Jesus, every single person ever born is a carrier of the divine imprint. To be human is to be created in the image of God.[3] To be human, therefore, is to be crowned by the Creator with glory and honor:


O LORD, our Lord,

how majestic is your name in all the earth!

You have set your glory above the heavens. . . .

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,

the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,

what is man that you are mindful of him,

and the son of man that you care for him?

Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings

and crowned him with glory and honor.[4]



Someone once asked Jesus what the greatest commandment is. Jesus replied that the greatest commandment is to love God with everything you are, and to love your neighbor as yourself. When Jesus was asked, “Who is my neighbor?” he responded with a story about a Samaritan —the most unsavory example he could think of in the eyes of his Jewish audience —who demonstrated the true essence of neighborly love. Your neighbor, according to Jesus, is anyone who is near and anyone who is in need, regardless of gender, race, sexual orientation, economic bracket, politics, culture, or creed. Your neighbor, according to Jesus, is every other human being.

It is an awareness of the image of God in every person —not merely some —that will enable us to love our neighbors as ourselves. Embracing every person’s God-given dignity also enables us to declare a cease and desist on a posture that is prone to taking sides and looking for something or someone to be offended by.

The Image of God in You

In the Creation account in Genesis 1–2, we are presented with a brief summary of each creation day. God makes something (land, water, plants, animals, fish, sky, etc.), and then he looks at it and says, “It is good.” But after day six, having created the man and the woman, God looks at what he has made and says, “It is very good.” He saves the superlative statement for the end, as if to say that as magnificent as the universe may be, there is nothing in all Creation that is nearly as magnificent as a human being.

Nashville, Tennessee, became our home three years ago, and it is one of the most beautiful places I have ever seen. There are lovely parks, creeks, trees, rolling hills, and wildlife everywhere. All I need to do is look out our front window to see that, yes, the heavens do indeed declare the glory of God. As if this weren’t enough, Nashville is also home to many creative people. So much beauty is produced here through the arts —music, film, fashion, theater, etc. —that the city is an aesthetically oriented person’s dream come true. If you want to get a glimpse of beauty, come and visit Nashville.

However, it is easy to forget that, according to Jesus, neither nature nor created things represent what is most beautiful about Nashville or any other place. The most beautiful thing in the world, according to Jesus, is people.

It is people, even more than places and things, who manifest the glory and beauty and magnificence of God. We are made in his image. We are created in his likeness. We are carriers of his imprint.

Ever since they were little, I have pronounced a specific blessing over each of our daughters as I have tucked them into bed at night. The blessing usually starts with a promise or declaration of their human dignity and value straight out of the Bible —“You are fearfully and wonderfully made.[5] . . . Nothing can separate you from the love of God.[6] . . . God will not harm you, but will give you a hope and a future.[7] . . . God so loved you that he gave his only Son for you.”[8] The blessing concludes every time with the words, “God made you beautiful and special, and he loves you so much. And so does your daddy. Don’t you ever forget that. Amen.”

The reason I pronounce this nightly blessing over our daughters is that their hearts, like all human hearts, are prone to forget their fundamental identities as image bearers. I want the last thing they hear before they nod off to be a reaffirmation of what is true. I want them to hear a counter-voice to the shame triggers of our culture and the negative verdicts from within that try to convince them that they are worth less than they actually are. In short, I want them to remember and rest in what God says is true about them. Neither the culture nor their own hearts get to name them, because their Maker already has.


By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; for whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God.[9]



It is true that all human glory is derivative. We get it from somewhere else, not from within ourselves. But that does not mean that our glory is any less glorious. Just as the moon is made glorious by the light of the sun reflecting off it, we, too, are made glorious as the light of God’s beauty shines first upon us, and then through us and off us.


God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.[10]



And the more the light of God shines in us and through us as we behold the face of Christ, the more like Christ we will become. The more like Christ we become, the more his fractured image in us will be restored. The more his fractured image in us is restored, the less we will want to medicate our fractured egos by putting others down and diminishing others’ dignity through gossip, slander, prejudice, and exclusion. And the less we diminish others’ dignity, the more we will want to uphold and affirm and celebrate others’ dignity as Jesus does. And the more we uphold and affirm and celebrate others’ dignity as Jesus does, the less prone we will be to take sides in ways that Jesus does not.

The Image of God in “the Other”

Once we begin to receive Jesus’ pronouncement over us, that indeed we are carriers of the divine imprint and crowned with glory and honor and filled with dignity by virtue of the fact that we are human, our perspective toward others will also undergo a transformation.

If the divine pronouncement “very good” is true of us because we are made in God’s image, it must also be true of others.


You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others?[11]



Did Jesus really mean this? Yes, he did.

We are not to love only those who are like us. We are even —no, especially —to love those who are not like us. This, in fact, is the true measure of whether love resides in the heart. This is the true measure that the light that shines out of darkness is also shining in and through us.

C. S. Lewis puts this all in perspective in his brilliant essay “The Weight of Glory”:


It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other of these destinations. It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all of our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilisations —these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit —immortal horrors or everlasting splendors. . . . Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your senses.[12]



The holiest object presented to your senses.

There are no ordinary people.

A Comprehensive Ethic of Life

Jesus went out of his way to affirm the dignity of every type of person. The way that he came into the world and lived his life is proof positive of this. Though he was God, he did not come into the world in royalty and opulence. Instead, he chose to be born in a poor, obscure, small town called Nazareth. His mom and dad were a couple of newlyweds who didn’t know which end was up. They had zero money, zero connections, and zero influence in society. Jesus lived a good part of his adult life as a homeless man, literally having no place to lay his head. The physical description we have of him tells us that he was not sexy or “hot.” He would not have made it onto the cover of GQ. Truth be told, his physical appearance was, well, homely:


He had no form or majesty that we should look at him,

and no beauty that we should desire him.

He was despised and rejected by men, . . .

and as one from whom men hide their faces

he was despised, and we esteemed him not.[13]



Jesus’ chosen associations were also remarkable, if for no other reason than that they were all over the place. Jesus became a friend to all sorts of people. His friends included wealthy elites, such as Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea, and powerful people, such as the Roman centurion. But he also reached out in friendship to the culturally despised Samaritan woman at the well and the woman who had been caught in adultery. He reached out to Saul of Tarsus, who, having been trained not only in the Jewish synagogues but also in the Greek classics, possessed the equivalent of an Ivy League degree. But he also reached out to Simon Peter, a common fisherman. In a world where slaves were treated as inferior, Jesus put his hand on a Roman centurion’s slave to heal him. In a world where sick people were quarantined and declared to be cursed, Jesus drew near to paralytics, hemophiliacs, the visually impaired, and lepers. He touched them, and he healed them. In a world where the poor were ignored, cast aside, and left to die, Jesus gave special attention to the poor and called them blessed. In a world where women had no rights and no standing, Jesus received women as his disciples and chose women to witness and “evangelize” his resurrection to a room filled with men.

To Jesus, everybody mattered.

While Jesus affirmed the dignity of every type of person, there were two particular types to whom he gave special attention and for whom he had a glaring soft spot. Although society had little time for either group, Jesus went out of his way to communicate to the world how important they were. These were, to a political conservative’s delight, little children and, to a political liberal’s delight, the poor.

The Dignity of All Children

One day when Jesus was teaching people about the Kingdom of God, some people brought their babies to him to see if he would be willing to touch them. The disciples rebuked the parents for doing so. Do you know who Jesus is? He is a king, we tell you, the Christ, the Son of the Living God, and the teacher of Israel. Don’t you realize that someone of his stature does not have time for children? Don’t you realize that he is much more important than this? Do you really think he has time for these messy little noisemakers?

Jesus rebuked his disciples for this.

Then, he called the children to him, saying, “Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.”[14]

Children do not bother Jesus. They are not nuisances to him, and they should not be to us. In fact, they are our very best teachers when it comes to living authentically in the Kingdom of God. It is their raw honesty and dependence and quickness to run to their parents that show us, more than anything else, how God wants us to relate to him. Children, as far as Jesus is concerned, should be both seen and heard.

A few years ago, my friend Gabe Lyons published a moving piece in the Huffington Post about his oldest son, Cade. He said the following:


People with Down syndrome have been targeted for extinction. In November, the New York Post heralded “The End of Down Syndrome” and profiled a new, safer test for pre-natal detection. Before this test was available, 92 percent of Down syndrome diagnoses (and many times false diagnoses) resulted in the mothers choosing to terminate their pregnancies. With these new tests, some experts foretell the end of Downs.

Why the rush to rid the world of people like Cade?

Certainly, it isn’t because his disability physically threatens anyone. Rather, Down syndrome children pose a different kind of threat to society —the in-your-face reminder that our aspirations for “perfection” may be flawed. People like Cade disrupt normal. Whether it’s his insistence that everyone he says “hello” to on the busy streets of Manhattan respond in-kind or his unfiltered ability to hug a lonely, wheelchair-bound, homeless man without hesitation: people like Cade bring new dimension to what normal ought to be. . . .

Cade’s life, and those like his, offer an alternative view of the good life.

These individuals alter career paths and require families to work together. They invite each of us to engage, instead of simply walking by. They love unconditionally. . . . They celebrate the little things in life, and displace the stress that bogs most of us down. They seem to understand what true life is about, more than many of us. They offer us the opportunity to truly value all people as created equal.[15]



I am grateful for Gabe’s perspective on Cade, as well as for my own church community, which is dedicated to supporting and affirming people with special needs. There is something so right and so good about this. For it is Jesus who says of the little people, the messy people, the simple people, and the people with special needs, “Let them come, and do not hinder them.”

We need Cade and others with his gifts to show us what it looks like to live with special needs.

Because we all have special needs.

And yet people with Down syndrome have been targeted for extinction.

This is tragic.

Historically, Christianity has always embraced, affirmed, and sought to protect the lives of unborn children —no matter their condition. Having been fearfully and wonderfully made and knit together by God in their mothers’ wombs, all children possess the inalienable right to nurture, nourishment, protection, and advocacy. This is a matter of justice. Jesus is eager to speak on behalf of all kinds of people, but especially those who are not able to speak for themselves.

The degree to which we lose this perspective about the little people among us, the degree to which we decide which categories of humans get to live and which categories do not, is the degree to which we have exchanged the dignity of all humans for Darwin’s natural selection theory applied to the human race. The survival of the fittest. Only the strong and preferred get to survive. The strong conquer the weak, who, as the psychopath Adolf Hitler saw it, were nothing but “useless eaters.”

When we reduce a human being’s right to live all the way down to a cost-benefit analysis and decide to discard the lives that seem to cost more than they contribute, what will be next? This prevailing philosophy about human life will, over time, present even more grotesque injustice than what we have seen thus far.

A few years ago Peter Singer, an atheist and professor of bioethics at Princeton University, said what many were thinking about abortion. If infanticide inside the womb is legal, then there is no logical reason why infanticide outside the womb should not be legal as well. If a physician recommends termination of a child inside the womb, what should stop the same physician from recommending a postnatal termination if the child is found to be undesirable?

Upholding the dignity of Cade Lyons is the only way to be consistent in upholding the dignity of anybody. Otherwise Peter Singer is right. Because as soon as we decide that one form of human life is disposable, we have lost all ability to defend human rights for any form of human life. If we believe an unborn child with Down syndrome should be eliminated because going through with the pregnancy could mean a harder life for the family or for the child, if we believe that such a child would become a drain on the family or on society, then let’s at least be consistent. If we were to say these sorts of things about an unborn child, then as Peter Singer said, we would have to say the same about a child who has been born but has a disease, or a difficult personality, or undesirable facial features, or the wrong gender. Furthermore, and to be consistent, we would need to do something about those who are physically weak, have a mental illness, are poor, or are elderly.

Can you imagine the world without all these people? Can you imagine what the world would be like if we allowed Hitler (or anyone else) to decide which people are useful and which ones are not? Like Gabe Lyons, my life is so much richer and fuller because of the people with special needs who are in it. Because I, too, have special needs. We all experience brokenness and cope with need. We all need to see how the power of God is made perfect through weakness.


Not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world . . . so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. . . . As it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”[16]



“Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God.”

The Dignity of the Poor

Perhaps there is no greater way for Jesus to uphold the dignity of the poor than by choosing to be poor himself. He was born to an unwed pregnant teenager who was engaged to a humble woodworker. On the night of his birth, there was no place for them to stay, “no room at the inn,” so his first introduction to the world was a stable, and his first bed was a trough out of which the farm animals ate.

As an adult, there were times when Jesus had no place to lay his head. Once, he voluntarily went forty days without eating. He spent his last hours on a trash heap, where he finally died between two crooks. Though he was rich, he became poor, so that through his poverty we might become rich.[17]

Besides choosing to be poor himself, Jesus upheld the dignity of the poor and gave special attention to those who had nothing. In his first recorded public sermon, Jesus chose a text from Isaiah, which reads:


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives

and recovering of sight to the blind,

to set at liberty those who are oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.[18]



Referring to himself, Jesus proceeded to tell his listeners, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”[19]

Whenever public figures give an inaugural speech, they will make sure that the speech emphasizes the agenda items that are most important and central to their future administrations. Jesus could not have been more clear in his inaugural speech about what would be central to his agenda. He was going to preach good news to the poor, set captives free, and liberate the oppressed.

Jesus went on to refer to himself as a physician and healer, and he spoke of Naaman the Syrian, a leper who had been cleansed in the days of the prophets.

But his listeners weren’t sick. And to them, lepers were cursed beings. Throwaways. Useless eaters. These religious men listening to Jesus preach did not understand. They were not sick or desperately poor. What was Jesus’ agenda all about? Their desire was not for cultural underdogs to be liberated, but rather for their privileged establishment to remain the privileged establishment. Their desire was to keep themselves clean from all the messiness involved in moving toward the sick, the poor, and those on the margins. Their desire was to keep themselves free from the costs and inconveniences of love.

After Jesus finished saying these things, the people in the synagogue were enraged. Then they drove him out of the Temple and tried to throw him off a cliff.

How could they be so blind? How could they be so callous to the poor, to the hurting?

How could we?

One day when I was living in New York City, I was walking down Broadway and minding my own business when a woman outside a bagel shop asked me if I would buy her something to eat. She was a familiar face in our neighborhood, because she lived outdoors most of the time. She was homeless. Like Jesus, she had no place to lay her head.

Desiring to help her, I offered to buy her a bagel and a coffee. She responded that the coffee would be nice but she would prefer a container of egg salad instead of a bagel. I smiled and said, “Sure, that’s no problem.”

But I wasn’t smiling inside, because to me her request was a problem.

I was going out of my way to help her, and she was being picky. Furthermore, a part of me thought she should be grateful for whatever I chose to give her. A bagel cost seventy-five cents. A container of egg salad cost six dollars.

I still remember my own internal dialogue as I went in the shop to purchase the coffee and egg salad for the woman. Irritated by her request, I cynically fantasized about what I might say to her if I were less polite and did not have a filter. I thought to myself, Can I also get you some caviar with that?

Thank God I didn’t say anything so coldhearted.

As I handed the woman her coffee and egg salad, she apologized to me for the egg salad request. She told me that softer foods were the only kinds of food that she was able to eat because to chew on anything, especially a bagel, was excruciatingly painful for her diseased teeth and gums.

God have mercy on me for being so callous and critical toward a woman in whose shoes I have never had to walk and whose life I could not begin to understand. Something tells me, Jesus, that maybe I would have been one of the people wanting to throw you over the cliff.

Maybe in that sidewalk conversation it was I, not the woman, who was truly poor.

Privileged people can have a hard time sympathizing with those who have no idea what it feels like to be privileged. We can be incredibly naive about the plight of the poor and the unique pressures that the poor encounter every single day. For example, I recently heard a report that said 60 percent of abortions in America involve a mother who lives below the poverty line. Usually, the father has disappeared from the picture as well.

Poor conditions often breed poor choices.

Most poor people cannot control their conditions.

My friend Darrin Patrick, lead pastor of The Journey church in St. Louis, Missouri, and a lover of baseball (Darrin also serves as a chaplain to the St. Louis Cardinals), once said that it’s naive to give yourself credit for hitting a triple if you were born on third base. He also said that it is equally naive to expect a person who was born in the parking lot to get to third base without your help.

Darrin was not trying to raise guilt by making this statement. Instead, he was trying to raise awareness. The conditions in which the poor must live, including the shortage of resources and opportunities to improve their situations, are what make them poor and keep them poor. Because of this, those who are poor and living on the margins need others who have resources to partner with effective organizations and efforts[20] that are devoted to the vision of Deuteronomy 15:


If among you, one of your brothers should become poor, in any of your towns, . . . you shall not harden your heart or shut your hand against your poor brother, but you shall open your hand to him and lend him sufficient for his need. . . . You shall give to him freely, and your heart shall not be grudging when you give to him. . . . You shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and to the poor, in your land.[21]



When this kind of openhandedness occurs, it will be the giver who receives an even greater blessing than the receiver, because according to Jesus, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”[22]

Why is it more blessed to give? Because God is by nature a giver, and every person carries his imprint and is made in his likeness. God “so loved . . . that he gave.”[23] Just like a fish needs water to flourish, so we who are made in God’s image need generous hearts and open hands. We have been made to move toward those around us and to respond to others’ needs.

Maybe another reason why Jesus says the giver is more blessed is because the giving experience puts the giver in contact with the receiver. My encounter on the street with the woman who wanted egg salad was life altering for me. I walked away from that short conversation reminded that though my teeth and gums are intact (at least for now), there is much about me —namely, in that moment, my calloused heart —that is rotten, damaged, hurting, and in need of the costly soft food of the Lord’s bread and the costly sweet drink of the Lord’s cup.

My encounter with the woman on Broadway also reminded me of a hymn that I often sing, but sometimes fail to internalize:


Come, ye sinners, poor and wretched,

Weak and wounded, sick and sore;

Jesus, ready, stands to save you,

Full of pity, joined with power.

He is able, he is able;

He is willing; doubt no more. . . .

Let not conscience make you linger,

Nor of fitness fondly dream;

All the fitness he requires

Is to feel your need of him.[24]



The Dignity of All

Rather than invite shame, the sting of being brought face-to-face with my own hardened, prejudiced, elitist heart invites me back to my center.

Compared to messy little babies, I am not special.

Compared to the hungry woman on Broadway with hurting teeth, I am not special.

But before the face of God, in whose image I am made, I am special. Not more special than the least of these, but special nonetheless. Crowned with glory and honor by the one who lives in unapproachable light. Declared “very good” by the one who is the essence of goodness. Given dignity by a royal king as he pronounces his nightly blessing over me, “I made you beautiful and special, and I love you so much. Don’t you ever forget that.”

My callous, easily irritated heart can find rest in the shadow of his merciful wings. Through Jesus and in Jesus and because of Jesus, I am many things. But useless is not one of them.

In his human relationships, Jesus resists the “survival of the fittest” theory. Instead, he looks past our weaknesses and sees sparks of God’s image that he intends, over time, to transform into light so luminous that it shines brighter than the sun.

From the cross where Jesus, the pure image of God, was deconstructed and dismantled, Jesus secured the reconstruction of God’s image in us. Now Jesus, the resurrected and returning King, sees the ruins in us and envisions a conduit for God’s glory and wholeness. For the crook in us, he envisions a conduit for God’s generosity. For the prostitute in us, he envisions a conduit for God’s purity and a pure bride for himself. For the coward in us, he envisions a conduit for God’s courage and strength. For the violence and rage in us, he envisions a conduit for God’s reconciliation and peace. For the struggler and the sufferer in us, he envisions a conduit for God’s joy. For the messy baby in us, he envisions a conduit for God’s Kingdom vision. For the poor woman in us with hurting teeth, he envisions a conduit for God’s compassionate, healing touch.


Let not conscience make you linger,

Nor of fitness fondly dream;

All the fitness he requires

Is to feel your need of him.




For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	In the pro-life/pro-choice discussion, do you believe that either or both sides run the risk of privileging one type of human being while dismissing another type of human being? Why or why not?

	Sauls writes, “A crying infant is as significant and valuable as a famous actor, a homeless person as a president, a student as a teacher, a private as a general, a concessions worker as a quarterback, a patient as a surgeon, and a janitor as a CEO.” What is your initial response to this idea?

	In the Good Samaritan parable, Jesus defined our neighbor as anyone who is near and anyone who is in need. In other words, our neighbor, according to Jesus, is every other human being. How do your personal interactions affirm and/or deny this belief?

	In what ways do you find it easy to celebrate the “divine imprint” of the image of God in every person? In what ways do you find it difficult?

	If we all deeply believed C. S. Lewis’s declaration that “next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your senses,” how would it impact our relationships with those closest to us? How would it impact the manner in which we disagree on important issues?
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Chapter Three: PERSONAL FAITH OR INSTITUTIONAL CHURCH?


We have been so soaked in the individualism of modern Western culture that we feel threatened by the idea of our primary identity being that of the family we belong to —especially when the family in question is so large, stretching across space and time. The church isn’t simply a collection of isolated individuals, all following their own pathways of spiritual growth without much reference to one another. It may sometimes look like that, and even feel like that. And it’s gloriously true that each of us is called to respond to God’s call at a personal level. You can hide in the shadows at the back of the church for a while, but sooner or later you have to decide whether this is for you or not.

 —N. T. WRIGHT




RECENTLY A MAN ASKED ME if I thought it was important for Christians to be part of a local church. As the pastor of a local church, I found his question refreshingly honest.

Before I responded, I asked the man to give me some context for his question. He said that he had not been part of a local church or attended a worship service for quite some time, and he had become quite satisfied with the church alternative that he had created for himself. Rather than wasting his time with what he called “institutionalized religion,” he had crafted a Christian experience that was custom made specifically for him. He listened only to music that he liked, downloaded sermons from the Internet by his favorite preachers, read Christian books that interested him, and was part of an informal community of “like-minded believers.” They were not part of a local church but got together twice a month to talk about spiritual things. He listed several reasons why he preferred this alternative way of “doing church.” He had his Sundays completely free, he never had to sit through boring services, and his charitable giving went only to causes that he believed in. Best of all, he didn’t have to deal with bothersome people, unwanted conversations, or church drama.

This man represents what many recognize as a trend in Western society, especially among younger generations. Researcher George Barna, who refers to this group of churchless believers as “revolutionaries,” describes their mind-set as follows:


A common misconception about revolutionaries is that they are disengaging from God when they leave a local church. We found that while some people leave the local church and fall away from God altogether, there is a much larger segment of Americans who are currently leaving churches precisely because they want more of God in their life but cannot get what they need from a local church. They have decided to get serious about their faith by piecing together a more robust faith experience.[1]



I appreciate Barna’s carefulness to emphasize that many who are leaving the local church are doing so out of frustration rather than rebellion. The fact that these believers are leaving indicates that, at least for a season, they have made an effort to be part of a local church community. They have left not to get away from God but in search of a richer, more authentic experience of God that for some reason they have been unable to find within the institutional church.

Over the years I have met many others like this. Their feedback about the local church is strikingly consistent, and their disenchantment is often legitimate. Instead of “going to church,” they are eager to be the church. Instead of being a face in the crowd, they are eager to be a known and needed member of a community. Instead of being passive observers of an event, they are eager to be active contributors to a shared mission. Instead of listening to a preacher pontificate and tell stories from behind a podium, they are eager to be welcomed into a Story that is bigger than the preacher. Instead of sitting in a room full of people who “accept” Jesus but who also seem bored with him, they are eager to find others like them who truly love Jesus and who come alive at the mention of his name. Instead of busying themselves with church programs, they are eager to be part of a movement that resembles the book of Acts, where believers kept peripheral things on the periphery and devoted themselves to the main things, such as worshiping God, studying the Scriptures, living in fellowship, breaking bread together, praying together, opening their homes, giving generously to those who had need, and living in such a way that the watching world took notice and the Lord added daily to their number.[2]

So then, instead of rushing straight into a critique of Christians who have decided that they are done with church, some self-reflection is in order for those of us who are still in the church. Since I am a pastor, “revolutionary” critiques of the modern church invite me to carefully evaluate my own ministry context. They invite me to ask the questions that must be asked by a shepherd of God’s people and a champion of God’s mission in the world. As a church, are we living out the biblical vision for worship, community, and mission? And where we are not, are we making our best attempt at moving toward that biblical vision? If not, in some ways it becomes difficult to argue against the “revolutionary” critique. Those of us who are concerned about the “churchless Christian” phenomenon (and I do count myself among the concerned) must first look at ourselves and ask to what degree we have contributed to the conditions that tempt some to hit eject on the local church.

The “revolutionary” phenomenon is not a fringe movement. The number of Christians opting out of church is on the rise. This number includes some well-known and influential Christians, such as my friend Donald Miller, author of Blue Like Jazz and other books that speak meaningfully and honestly to those wishing for a more authentic, honest experience of faith. In February of 2014, Don shared candidly on his blog that he does not attend church very often. He explained that, like many other thoughtful Christians, he struggles to connect with God through listening to sermons or singing songs. Instead, Don meets with God through his work. “I literally feel an intimacy with God when I build my company,” he writes. “So, do I attend church? Not often, to be honest. . . . But I also believe the church is all around us, not to be confined by a specific tribe. . . . I worship God every day through my work. It’s a blast.”[3] (To be fair to Don, two Sundays after he wrote this particular blog post, I saw him at a church service.)

There are others who also believe that vibrant Christianity can occur without local church involvement. Another “revolutionary” Christian is Kelly Bean, author of How to Be a Christian without Going to Church: The Unofficial Guide to Alternative Forms of Christian Community. She writes:


Here I am on a bright Sunday morning, curled up in my cushy orange chair, sipping tea and loving Jesus. It’s been quite some time since Sunday morning meant getting the whole family spruced up for a church service. . . . I am one of them, the non-goers. . . . The great news is that it is possible to be a Christian and not go to church but by being the church remain true to the call of Christ. . . . Is anyone up for a pickle-making party or a living-room song-writing session? Jesus will be there. . . . “If you want to start a church, just have a party in your house and see who shows up.”[4]



Both Donald Miller and Kelly Bean are spot-on in saying that Jesus is everywhere. He is there in our work, and he is there when we open our doors to throw a party. They are also correct in their view that every realm of life, not just church buildings on Sunday mornings, is sacred space. Every thought, word, and deed is meant to be an offering of worship to God. “Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do,” the Scriptures tell us, “do all to the glory of God.”[5]

But would Jesus, who refers to the church as his bride, favor a churchless Christianity? Would Jesus agree that his most flourishing followers include those who live out their faith separately from his bride?

The local church was God’s idea. According to the Bible, except in areas where a local church doesn’t yet exist, Christians aren’t meant to relate to God apart from the church. As St. Cyprian once taught, there is a disconnect happening when we relate to God as our Father while disassociating from the church as our mother. Christians are members of Christ, and in being members of Christ they are also members of Christ’s body, children in his family, and the sheep of his flock. Members, children, and sheep run in tribes together, not individually and separately. The healthiest ones also have humble, faithful, servant-leaders who devote themselves to caring for, nurturing, protecting, defending, teaching, equipping, and leading them. In the church, God has appointed deacons, elders, and pastors to be primary among those leaders.[6]

Since the local church was and still is God’s plan for his children, is removing oneself from local church life for an alternative, more self-directed faith experience a valid consideration? As you may have guessed, and with much love and respect for those who feel differently than I do, I don’t believe that it is.

The New Testament Church

You might argue that, while the local church was God’s idea, today’s church bears little resemblance to God’s original design. It can be tempting to leave the organized, local church in pursuit of something that better resembles the New Testament church. But do we really want something “more like the New Testament church”? In several incidences the New Testament church was actually less attractive, less authentic, less flexible, less loving, and less Christlike than the church of today. If anyone has ever been tempted to hit the eject button on the local church in favor of “piecing together a more robust faith experience,” it was people who were part of the New Testament church. Why else would the writer of Hebrews urge first-century Christians not to give up meeting together, “as is the habit of some”?[7] Even when the local church has become less than it should be, the biblical vision is to reform the church, not to abandon it.

How were things going in the local church in Corinth?

One of the most celebrated passages in the Bible is 1 Corinthians 13, famously known as the “love chapter.” In this magnificent chapter, we are told that love is patient and kind. It does not envy or boast, and it is not arrogant or rude. It is not demanding or irritable, and it does not hold a grudge. It resists things that are wrong and celebrates things that are true. It bears, believes, hopes, and endures all things.

Wonderful, right?

But what if I told you that when Paul wrote to the Corinthians about love, he didn’t have wedding ceremonies or cross-stitch art in mind? What if I told you that when Paul wrote to the Corinthians about love, he was actually rebuking them because they were lacking each of these attributes of love.

The Corinthian church, a prominent “New Testament church,” was filled with problems. A brief journey through Paul’s first letter to this community tells us that they were known for judging each other harshly, creating major divisions over minor theological issues, committing adultery, initiating frivolous lawsuits, divorcing without biblical grounds, parading “Christian liberty” in front of people with bruised consciences, ignoring the needs of the poor —and the list goes on. The apostle Paul could have very easily written off this community. He could have very easily thrown in the towel.

Why didn’t Paul throw in the towel on the New Testament church? For the same reason that Jesus didn’t.

Church is family.

Membership in a local church means joining your imperfect self to many other imperfect selves to form an imperfect community that, through Jesus, embarks on a journey toward a better future . . . together.

Surprisingly, Paul begins his confrontational first letter to the Corinthians with affirmation and assurance. In spite of their manifold flaws, sins, inconsistencies, hypocrisies, and weaknesses, he is hopeful for them, not because they are stellar people but because Jesus is a stellar Savior. Jesus will complete the work that he began in them, and Paul knows this. So, instead of giving up on them, he doubles down on his involvement with them. Instead of shunning and shaming them, he speaks to them as his beloved brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters in the faith. He names them not according to their failures but according to their redemptive status, using words like “saints” and “sanctified.” He thanks God always for them and reminds them that Jesus will sustain them until the end. Though they are messed up now, Jesus has a plan to transform them into people who are glorious and guiltless.

Paul looks at the broken local church and envisions beauty. He looks at the sinful local church and envisions sainthood. He looks at the undesirable local church and is overcome with desire for her flourishing. Paul thinks about the church in the same way that Jesus does. He thinks about the church as family. Daughters and sons of God, with whom he is well pleased. The bride of Christ, to whom he has betrothed himself forever. Sisters and brothers to one another, fellow heirs of the Kingdom.

Family.

As St. Augustine is said to have stated, the church may at times be a whore, but she is still my mother.

Becoming Christlike

Part of the Christian experience is learning to love difficult people just as Jesus loves us when we are difficult. This includes actively moving toward people we don’t naturally like or enjoy. For churchless Christians, this central emphasis of Christian discipleship is rare. Why? Because, as Rick Warren says,


The local church is the classroom for learning how to get along in God’s family. It is a lab for practicing unselfish, sympathetic love. As a participating member you learn to care about others and share the experiences of others. . . . Only in regular contact with ordinary, imperfect believers can we learn real fellowship and experience the New Testament truth of being connected and dependent on each other.[8]



The hard and necessary work of reconciliation, peacemaking, relational perseverance, and loving the unlovely is not something we generally gravitate to on our own or when we are creating a personal, custom-made spiritual experience. We need the inconvenient and costly demands of congregational living to shape that kind of love.

In The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis says that if the devil wants to distract, discourage, and alienate a new Christian from his newfound faith in Jesus, the best way to do so is by tempting the new Christian to grow cynical toward his local church. In a letter to the young devil Wormwood, the experienced devil Screwtape says that the local church is one of the devil’s most effective allies against “the Enemy” (God). All Wormwood has to do is get the new Christian to fixate on other people in the pews —especially those who have squeaky boots and double chins, and who sing off-key. The more unattractive and unimpressive the members of the local church appear to the Christian, the more cynical he will become toward the local church itself. And the more cynical he becomes toward the local church, the more cynical he will become about Christianity as a whole.

Anne Rice, author of the famous Vampire Chronicles, became a Christian later in life. Ten years into her life as a believer, Rice decided that she could no longer continue being part of the local church. In July of 2010, she wrote the following words to announce that she was quitting Christianity:


Today I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to Christ as always but not to being “Christian” or being part of Christianity. It’s simply impossible for me to “belong” to this quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group. For ten years, I’ve tried. I’ve failed. I’m an outsider. My conscience will allow nothing else. . . . In the name of Christ, I quit Christianity. . . . My faith in Christ is central to my life. My conversion from a pessimistic atheist lost in a world I didn’t understand, to an optimistic believer in a universe created and sustained by a loving God is crucial to me. But following Christ does not mean following His followers. Christ is infinitely more important than Christianity.[9]



In some ways, Rice’s words sound noble and make a lot of sense. Who can argue with wanting to disassociate from a quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group? Having been a Christian for more than twenty-five years myself, I can tell you that being a Christian —especially the part that includes living in community with other Christians —can sometimes feel like being in a family with a thousand drunk uncles, to borrow the words of Justin McRoberts.[10]

But is retreat really an option? Can we be in relationship with God while opting out of relationship with people —even difficult people —whom he loves? Can we claim Jesus as our elder brother while rejecting the church, whom he affectionately calls his bride?[11] Can we accept and receive his free offer of grace and patience and kindness and forgiveness and long-suffering toward us, while refusing to offer others the same?

What if Jesus had taken a similar position toward us?

“God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”[12]

We Don’t Get to Choose Our Family Members

Groucho Marx famously said that he would never want to be part of any club that would have him as a member. What if we started there? What if we started with the recognition that nobody, including us, deserves a seat at the King’s table and that any welcome we have been given by God is all of grace? Would this change our posture toward the drunk uncles in our midst?

Like it or not, uncles are family.

We don’t get to choose our family. Our family is chosen for us, and we make the very best of it because family members share a common heritage and a common inheritance.

Imagine a man meets the woman of his dreams. He soon discovers, to his delight, that he is also the man of her dreams. They spend time together, they fall in love, and he proposes marriage. She happily accepts. A month later, she invites him to attend her annual family reunion because she wants to introduce him to all her brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and cousins. At the family reunion, he discovers the unimaginable. Her father, previously unknown to him, wears boots that squeak. Her younger brother sings off-key. And her first cousin has a double chin. Furthermore, he discovers that several of her other relatives have high-pitched voices, voted for the wrong candidate, appreciate bad music, speak with unsophisticated accents, have bad breath, cheat on their tax returns, belch at the dinner table, are rude to the waiter, and aren’t very interested in him as a person.

His fiancée is lovely. She is everything he has ever dreamed of and more. But the thought of a future with her family members is simply unbearable to him —because they are a quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group. He does not want to have anything to do with them.

“You know that I adore you,” he says to her. “But if we are going to move forward with this wedding, you need to know that I don’t ever want to see your mother, your father, your sisters, your brothers, your cousins, or any of your family members again. Can you marry me under these conditions?”

Of course she can’t.

As troubling as it may be to the individualist in each of us, God and the church come to us as a package deal. God never calls us to himself in isolation. He calls us individually, but never as mere individuals. When he calls us to himself, he calls us into community. We don’t get to choose, ultimately, who is part of that community any more than we get to choose the members of our own family.

Family members change over time. Family members go through seasons of being low-maintenance and also high-maintenance people. But because they are family, we stick with them through the good, the bad, and the ugly. They are family when they are at their best, and they are family when they are at their worst. They are family when relationships are easy, and they are family when relationships are difficult. They are family when we have offended them, and they are family when they have offended us. Either way, the nature of family is to stick together through thick and thin, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health.

This is how the church is meant to be as well.

Family is the chief metaphor that the Bible uses when it talks about the church. God is our Father. Jesus is our Husband. The Spirit is the Counselor to a redeemed, beloved, and often dysfunctional spiritual family. We are spiritual brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers and daughters and sons to one another. We didn’t choose one another, but we have been given to one another by our Father in heaven, who intends for us to stay together and not hit the eject button when things get difficult or irritating or boring. And when we stay together, we are the better for it.

What Feels Difficult or Dull May Actually Be Glorious to God

By design, God created the church to be as diverse as possible. Our local church in Nashville, Christ Presbyterian, celebrates God’s vision for a diverse spiritual family with the following words that describe our community:


At Christ Presbyterian Church, we are a family that finds meaning in the truth, beauty, community, and mission of God. We are builders and baby boomers, gen-Xers and millennials, conservatives and progressives, educators and athletes, struggling doubters and committed believers, engineers and artists, introverts and extroverts, healers and addicts, CEOs and homemakers, affluent and bankrupt, single and married, happy and hurting, lonely and connected, stressed out and carefree, private and public schoolers, PhDs and people with special needs, experts and students, saints and sinners.



These words attempt to capture one of the loveliest features of our church family: we celebrate and learn from our differences instead of dividing over them. We believe that the best expressions of community will happen when people come together with varying perspectives, personalities, cultures, and experiences.

This is Jesus’ approach to community as well. If it were not, there would be no American church. Jesus was a first-century, Middle Eastern Jew who, according to the Bible, was not physically attractive, had no money, was sometimes homeless, hung around with sketchy people, and never spoke a word of English. Those of us who grew up in the West are different from Jesus in almost every way —generationally, geographically, ethnically, socioeconomically, vocationally, linguistically, and more. In a very real sense, we are “the ends of the earth” that he was talking about when he delivered the great commission to his disciples. In spite of how radically different and “other” we are to him, he has extended his welcome to us. He has invited us into his circle.

If this does not compel us to think twice about gravitating only toward people who think, look, dress, and live like us, what will?

Theologian Donald Carson writes:


Ideally . . . the church itself is not made up of natural “friends.” It is made up of natural enemies. What binds us together is not common education, common race, common income levels, common politics, common nationality, common accents, common jobs, or anything else of that sort. Christians come together . . . because . . . they have all been loved by Jesus himself. . . . They are a band of natural enemies who love one another for Jesus’ sake.[13]



Why would Dr. Carson say that it is ideal to be in a community that includes not only our natural friends but also our “natural enemies” —that is, those we don’t naturally gravitate toward, those we don’t naturally identify with, even those we don’t naturally enjoy?

Sometimes it takes having differences, not understanding one another, and even being a little bit irritated by and bored with one another, to remind us that the church is a family and not a club. At its best, this family dynamic of the local church functions as God’s fertile soil for growing us beyond mere tolerance toward true expressions of love and unity.

From Mere Tolerance to Love and Unity

Tolerance toward others in the local church is a good starting point, but it is not our final goal. To tolerate somebody is to merely put up with them, to live and let live. But it does not require us to be in relationship with the person. It carefully avoids all of the costs, inconveniences, and risks of love. Tolerance allows us to keep a safe, comfortable distance. Friendship, on the other hand, welcomes that somebody into our circle. Friendship takes us beyond tolerance to a common life together.

This is part of why I appreciate the ministry of the great pastor and preacher Dr. David Martyn Lloyd-Jones.

As a resident of Britain in the early twentieth century, Dr. Lloyd-Jones was well educated and privileged. As a leading physician, he lived in an affluent and class-conscious world. But when he sensed a call to pastoral ministry, Lloyd-Jones left medicine and high society to pastor a small church in a poor area by the shores of Wales. Reflecting on his time there, he would tell people about the joyful experience of talking about the Lord with the humblest fisherwoman. In many ways, the kinship he felt with his blue-collar parishioners gave him even greater joy than deep discussions about science, history, and philosophy with the privileged people he had grown up with.

Lloyd-Jones’s experience reflects something beautiful. He was deeply conscious of the welcome that Jesus had extended to him. Because of this, it became natural for him to set aside man-made class distinctions and welcome all sorts of people into his life. Instead of being relationally narrow, he became relationally flexible. Instead of having only one kind of friend, he had many kinds of friends. Instead of welcoming only a select few into his inner circle, he welcomed all types of people. He did not merely tolerate the less affluent, less educated parishioners in Wales. He moved toward them, cherished them, and embraced them as his equals. He saw them as family.

Lloyd-Jones’s experience shows us that there can be surprisingly wonderful friendships awaiting us with people we aren’t naturally drawn to and who aren’t naturally drawn to us. Friendship between opposites enables us to see that bonds formed around a shared love for Jesus are even greater than bonds formed around a shared interest, hobby, favorite sports team, income bracket, ethnicity, nationality, or bloodline. In the New Testament church, this special bond between Jews and Gentiles occurred across ethnic, ideological, and political boundaries. In Lloyd-Jones’s experience, it occurred across educational, vocational, and economic boundaries. For others, it occurs across political and even geographical and language boundaries. The sheer diversity of the body of Christ is breathtaking in its ability to help us taste and savor the wonderful bond of a richly blended spiritual family. Having been united with Jesus, we have also been united to one another through him.

We Need the Church, and the Church Needs Us

Lloyd-Jones’s experience with the church in Wales also teaches us how we are changed for the better by coming into contact with the “otherness” of one another. God has this magnificent way of working through our differences to bring out the best in each of us. This seems to be his primary strategy for taking the incomplete image of God in us and making it more complete. As we live in the company of people who are not like us, the unique expressions of God in them tend to rub off on us. As this happens, we become better, more whole, and more Christlike versions of ourselves. C. S. Lewis captures this idea beautifully in The Four Loves as he reflects on his and Ronald’s (J. R. R. Tolkien’s) friend Charles, whose death turned the trio into a less complete twosome:


In each of my friends there is something that only some other friend can fully bring out. By myself I am not large enough to call the whole man into activity; I want other lights than my own to show all his facets. Now that Charles is dead, I shall never again see Ronald’s reaction to a specifically Caroline [Charles-like] joke. Far from having more of Ronald, having him “to myself” now that Charles is away, I have less of Ronald. . . . We possess each friend not less but more as the number of those with whom we share him increases.[14]



Because of your uniqueness, you, and only you, are able to bring certain things out of me. Because of my uniqueness, I, and only I, am able to bring certain things out of you. This is what I hope every Christian will consider. As irritating and unnecessary as the hand might seem to the eye, the eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” Neither can the head say to the feet, “I don’t need you.”[15] God has designed us to be one body with many differences. The moment any of these parts is removed from the body, the body is weakened. Similarly, the moment a missing part is added back to the body, the body is strengthened and made more alive.

Every time I think about the man who was on his own disconnected, self-directed spiritual journey, or Donald Miller opting out of church most of the time, or Kelly Bean sipping tea at home on a Sunday morning, or Anne Rice’s decision to quit Christianity, I am left to wonder. I wonder about all the people who are missing out on the uniqueness of the self-directed Christian, Donald Miller, Kelly Bean, and Anne Rice because they are absent from the church. When revolutionaries go missing, their absence causes this pastor to miss their presence. It makes me wonder what can be done, if anything, to bring them back home to the beloved, redeemed, dysfunctional family.

The messiness of the local church —let’s just call it “Corinth” —needs the missing revolutionaries. Corinth needs the prophetic revolutionaries who are troubled by the messiness of Corinth. The judgmental saints in Corinth need gracious revolutionaries to show them a more beautiful way. The divisive saints in Corinth need unifying revolutionaries to help them major in the majors and minor in the minors. The adulterers in Corinth need pure-hearted revolutionaries to call them to account. The victims of adultery and wrongful divorce in Corinth need compassionate revolutionaries to love and support them and assure them at every turn that they are not alone. The bullied saints in Corinth need justice-oriented revolutionaries to stand between them and the bullies. The poor saints in Corinth need openhanded, compassionate revolutionaries to lift them out of a desperate state. The drunk uncles in Corinth need love and redemptive pressure from sober-minded revolutionaries who have a soft spot for drunk uncles and a vision for their sobriety. And the painfully ordinary people in Corinth —the ones with the squeaky boots, double chins, and off-key singing voices —need kindhearted revolutionaries to remind them that they are fearfully and wonderfully made.

I suppose what I am suggesting is that it would be beautiful, if not truly revolutionary, if the revolutionaries would consider joining Jesus in his mission to love Corinth back to life, versus the alternative of writing Corinth off.

Corinth needs the revolutionaries.

Something tells me that the revolutionaries need Corinth too.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	How would you describe your current relationship with the local church? To what degree does the local church intersect with your spiritual life?

	What is your response to the idea that the local church is in part to blame for some people’s misgivings about participation in the local church? Do you believe that this is a cop-out, or do people who believe this have a point?

	Sauls writes, “Membership in a local church means joining your imperfect self to many other imperfect selves to form an imperfect community that, through Jesus, embarks on a journey toward a better future . . . together.” What, if anything, has this thought meant to you personally?

	Do you believe that being part of an imperfect local church helps or hinders a person’s ability to draw near to Jesus? In what ways does the way Paul engages with Corinth support (or challenge) your view?

	Sauls concludes with the thought, “Corinth needs the revolutionaries. Something tells me that the revolutionaries need Corinth too.” Do you agree or disagree?
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Chapter Four: MONEY GUILT OR MONEY GREED?


I think everybody should get rich and famous and do everything they ever dreamed of so they can see that it’s not the answer.

 —JIM CARREY




A FEW YEARS AGO, I was having breakfast with some friends who worked in the finance industry. We were all living in New York City, and the Great Recession was painfully impacting the lives of everyone at the table. I listened carefully as each friend shared his struggle.

One man, a Wall Street banker, told us about a harsh e-mail that he had received from a woman in his church. In her e-mail, she accused him of all sorts of horrible things —lining his own pockets at the expense of people “who actually have to work for a living,” callously ignoring the poor, cheating the system to protect the interests of the infamous “1 percent,” scheming, coveting, lying, stealing, and so on. She concluded her e-mail by asking him how he could call himself a Christian when he was obviously so greedy.

I was very bothered by the woman’s approach. On one hand, I sympathized with her concern about how the greed of a small few can damage entire societies. I also sympathized with her concern that an individualistic, self-centered approach to wealth damages relationships and community. God gives us money to steward and share in order to promote the common good, not to hoard and spend solely on ourselves. However, the woman’s concerns in this instance were severely misguided. She drew very negative conclusions about my friend simply because he was a bank executive. Her logic perhaps went something like this: “There are people at banks who are selfish and greedy. This guy works at a bank. Therefore, this guy is selfish and greedy.” But this man is the furthest thing from selfish and greedy. He adopts orphaned children and gives tens of thousands of dollars each year to his church, nonprofit groups, and people who are in need. He lives in a home that is modest precisely because he has chosen to give so much of his wealth away. Part of the reason he chose to be a bank executive was to work from the inside to help reform the banking industry. He is one of the most honest, humble, and generous people I know.

Another man at the table shared about how his boss, the owner of a hedge fund, liked to drink expensive wine. Once, at a staff dinner, his boss opened a bottle that was valued at $25,000. I had two immediate internal reactions to this story. The first was to say that I could never enjoy a glass of wine from a bottle that was that expensive, because with each sip I would think, There goes a year of college tuition. . . . There goes a new car. . . . There goes one month’s pay for a nonprofit worker. . . . There goes an entire year’s provision for a person living in the Third World. . . . My second reaction was to be appalled. How could anyone think that spending this kind of money on wine was okay? How could anyone behave in such an opulent fashion? How could someone with this kind of money not think instead about how $25,000 could be used for ministry or given to the poor?

Then it dawned on me: in the same conversation I had felt defensive for my wealthy friend while judging another wealthy man whom I had never met.

Then I remembered Judas.

One day Mary, a disciple of Jesus, decided that she was going to do something opulent, over the top, and, by most people’s standards, incredibly irresponsible. Taking a bottle of perfume valued at a full year’s wages, Mary opened it and dumped it out on Jesus’ feet. Judas, the keeper of the money bag, was infuriated by this. “Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor? It was worth a year’s wages.” Jesus replied, “Leave her alone. . . . You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me.”[1]

Jesus is more passionate than anyone about giving to the poor and about the dangers of affluence. He said it is harder for a rich man to enter God’s Kingdom than it is for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle. He taught to be on guard against covetousness and that we cannot serve both God and money. He told his disciples to store up treasures in heaven and not on earth.[2] But he also decided it was okay for a woman to dump out a year’s pay on his feet rather than donate it to the Temple treasury or give it to the poor. Jesus recognized a beautiful motive behind the woman’s decision to lavish him with a luxurious gift. It was a gift compelled by love, so he received it gladly and enjoyed it fully. One might say that the perfume was Jesus’ equivalent of an entire case of $25,000 wine.

Wealth Is Not the Problem

With all the many warnings in the Bible about the potential snares of wealth, there are also many passages that speak positively about prosperity. The Garden of Eden was a Garden of Paradise. Abraham, father of the faithful and a friend of God, had great wealth. God led the Israelites into a land flowing with milk and honey. When Solomon asked God for wisdom, God made him wise and also lavished him with wealth. Job, the most righteous man in the land, was also the wealthiest man in the land. The writer of Ecclesiastes says that it is good to enjoy the wealth that God gives to us. King David prayed that the sons and daughters of Israel would be fit for a palace, with full granaries and sheep numbering in the thousands. The prophets urged the rich to lift the poor out of their poverty, because poverty is an expression of the world’s brokenness. Jesus became poor so that through his poverty we might become rich, and he promises to share with us his eternal inheritance that will never spoil or fade away. Jesus says that his Father’s house has many mansions, and he has gone to prepare a place there for his people. In the new heaven and new earth, Jesus’ people will walk on streets of gold and live in a city adorned with every kind of jewel.[3]

So which is it? Is Jesus in favor of wealth, or is he opposed to it? Furthermore, how should we be thinking about wealth?

The subject of wealth is not as cut and dried as we might think. There is room in God’s economy for nuance on the subject; the Bible is full of affirmations of people who are both poor and rich, who accumulate wealth and who give wealth away, who enjoy God’s provision and who provide for others through sacrificial giving.

The Secret of Contentment

When the Bible talks about prosperity, having or not having wealth is never the chief concern. The chief concern for the rich and for the poor is whether our hearts are content with what God has given to us. The Bible helps us understand that this kind of contentment —the kind that stays intact during prosperous times as well as during times of scarcity —is reachable only for those who see God himself as their true wealth. Contentment grows as we live from the truth that God is our ultimate portion, our ultimate share, and our ultimate inheritance.[4]

The Bible invites us to be satisfied even when we have only a little, because our deepest need —to have God be with us and for us —has been richly met. This is why Paul was able to say even from jail that he had learned the secret of being content in any and every situation.

But Paul doesn’t just say he can be content with little. He also says he can be content with much:


I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.[5]



Paul implies that it’s not just hunger and need that pose a challenge to contentment; so do plenty and abundance. Material wealth in a fallen world is surrounded by paradox. Wealth provides for our needs, yet it can become poison if we become obsessed with it. It promises to fulfill us, yet it can leave us empty. It promises to satisfy, yet it can leave us hungry for more. It is morally neutral, yet it can be harmful. It is a gift to enjoy, yet it should be given away freely.

How can we ensure that our relationship with money is healthy? What does it look like for contentment to grow and for greed to diminish in our hearts? How can we enjoy the wealth God has entrusted to us —whether a little or a lot —while also living generous lives?

A Hidden Sickness

Outrage about greed is loud and clear in our culture. High unemployment rates, a growing economic gap between the haves and the have-nots, more college graduates moving back in with their parents, mounting national debts, skyrocketing inflation, and poverty are only a few reasons why people are angry.

We are also angry toward people —other people —who seem irresponsible and selfish with their wealth. The woman who sent the e-mail to my Wall Street friend was outraged. Why? Because he worked for a bank, and everyone knows that people who work for banks ruin economies. I was outraged about the hedge fund owner’s $25,000 bottle of wine. Why? Because everyone knows that people who drink $25,000 bottles of wine don’t care about us “average” people.

But are we really average?

Are we truly somewhere in the middle of the pack when it comes to wealth?

If we have more than one change of clothing, eat more than one meal per day, and have a roof over our heads, chances are that we are not somewhere in the middle of the pack. Chances are we are not average at all.

Did you know that more than half of the world’s population lives on less than $2.50 per day? What would more than half of the world’s population think about the size of my retirement account? Or the $20 bottle of wine I shared with friends last night? Or the $60 dinner I enjoyed with my wife over the weekend?

These questions put things in perspective for me.

I am not a fan of money guilt. I am not a fan of shame or of making people feel bad for being wealthy. Rather, my goal here is to raise an important question. Why am I appalled at a $25,000 bottle of wine relative to my own income, but not appalled at my $20 bottle of wine relative to the income of more than half of the world’s population? Should I be appalled at both? Should I be appalled at neither? Where should I draw the line?

Consider this testimony from Sam Polk, a former Wall Street trader, as he reflects in the New York Times on how blind he had become to his own money sickness:


In my last year on Wall Street my bonus was $3.6 million —and I was angry because it wasn’t big enough. I was 30 years old, had no children to raise, no debts to pay, no philanthropic goal in mind. I wanted more money for exactly the same reason an alcoholic needs another drink: I was addicted. . . . It’s staggering to think that in the course of five years, I’d gone from being thrilled at my first bonus —$40,000 —to being disappointed when, my second year at the hedge fund, I was paid “only” $1.5 million.[6]



Sam Polk’s story puts a spotlight on a pervasive problem that few of us are prepared to admit. Our greed can usually be traced back to dissatisfaction about what we have in comparison to others. A five-figure wage earner is bothered by the relative affluence of the six-figure wage earners in his life. Similarly, the six-figure wage earner is bothered by the relative affluence of the seven-figure wage earners in her life. We tell ourselves that if we could only reach the next income bracket, we would be content. However, once we get to the next bracket, we start wishing ourselves into the next bracket after that. As a result, we carry a perpetual disappointment with where we are economically. C. S. Lewis believes that our problem is just as much competitive and envy based as it is economic. According to Lewis, it is not that we want to be rich, as much as it is that we want to be richer than the next person.[7]

If we are going to be part of the solution to the greed problem, we really need to look at ourselves first. Do I see my own tendency to compare myself with others, and in so doing never be satisfied? Do I see my own susceptibility to greed? In what ways has a pure enjoyment of God’s material blessings morphed into a love of money, which is a root of all kinds of evil and grief? In what ways have I become zealous to remove specks from the eyes of others while missing the log in my own?[8]

Symptoms of Greed: Hoarding and Spending

Once we reach a certain age, medical experts recommend a yearly checkup to examine vital signs, blood chemistry, and other health indicators. The annual checkup is important because certain diseases can be detected only through careful, “under the hood” examination. It is possible to feel healthy and have a life-threatening disease at the same time.

Jesus tells us that money sickness, or greed, is a universal disease for which everybody is at risk. The “super rich” are not the only people who are susceptible. We all think that greed is a huge problem. But we rarely think that it is our problem. It is easy for us to see greed in others, but we have a hard time seeing it in ourselves. We are all susceptible to this hidden disease. Most of us have it, yet many of us don’t detect it.

An older minister once told me that in his almost forty years of pastoral ministry, people had confessed all sorts of sins to him —sex addiction, adultery, theft, dishonesty, drunkenness, and unbelief —but not one person had ever confessed to having a problem with greed.

In 1999, Harvard economist Juliet Schor did a study of American spending habits. Schor’s research revealed that two-thirds of Americans with an annual income exceeding $75,000 (over $107,000 in today’s dollars after inflation) felt they wouldn’t be satisfied until their salaries were 50 to 100 percent higher.[9]

Money can have a blinding effect.

When we are sick with greed, we usually cannot see the sickness in ourselves. How do we identify it? What are its symptoms? I believe that there are chiefly two: hoarding money for ourselves and spending money almost exclusively on ourselves.

Some of us are extremely tightfisted with money, hoarding it in order to feel safe. My wife could tell you that one of my triggers, one of the things that can preoccupy my thoughts in an unhealthy way, is anxiety about what the future holds with respect to finances. Will there be enough for my kids’ college educations, for old age, for unexpected sickness and tragedy? Sometimes I can get so anxious about these things that they overwhelm me. When the bank account seems low, I feel panic and fear —the irrational kind. When it seems more built up, I have confidence —the misplaced kind.

And yet I am a contradiction. I also spend money on things that I do not need. I have more pairs of jeans and shoes than I am able to wear. I have several Mac computers and i-Things when I could get along easily with just one of each. I have a top-of-the-line Martin guitar and a top-of-the-line Gibson —even though I am a mediocre guitarist at best and will never take a stage to do anything but preach. Last year I sold a mechanically sound, paid-for car in order to buy a new Jeep Wrangler.

Is it wrong to have these things? Is it wrong to enjoy them? Again, no it is not. We have seen that the Bible allows for and even encourages the enjoyment of wealth and material goods. It is not money that the Bible says is a root of evil, but the love of money. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea were two prominent members of society and were also disciples of Jesus. As a tax collector, Matthew was likely a man of significant means, as was Luke, a physician. Lydia owned a home that was large enough to host a local church. King David played a harp (perhaps his equivalent to my Martin guitar) to calm the spirit of King Saul. Solomon lived in a luxurious palace and was arrayed with fine jewels and expensive clothing. Adam and Eve lived in Paradise, the garden of delight that God created and called “very good.” God invites us to enjoy and benefit from his creation as well as the physical or material goods that money can buy. In that sense, we are “materialist” beings.

But it is dangerously easy for materialist beings to become materialistic.

How do we know we are at risk of being materialistic? We are at risk when we find ourselves hoarding money in order to feel safe. We are equally at risk when we find ourselves in a pattern of spending money almost exclusively on ourselves . . . especially when we spend it on things we do not need in order to impress the people around us.

It is healthy to ask myself why I have four of this thing and three of that thing and two of the other thing and this particular vehicle —which, if I’m being honest, just might be indicative of a midlife crisis. There are sometimes good reasons to own these sorts of luxuries —after all, God invites us to enjoy wealth as well as to share wealth with others. But we must examine our motives carefully. Are we legitimately saving wealth, or do we have a hoarding sickness? Are we legitimately enjoying wealth, or do we have a spending sickness?

In other words, have we moved from having wealth to placing our hope in wealth?

Wealth Is Not the Answer

I have never met anyone who wanted their epitaph to read, “He spent his weekends at the office, ignoring his loved ones, losing sleep, and earning huge bonuses.” Yet I have met many men and women who live this way, as if money is the answer to all the world’s problems and is worth sacrificing other things that are valuable. For example, the pursuit of money leads many people to neglect and even forfeit more important pursuits such as health and relationships. Space for both God and loved ones is crowded out by a preoccupation with the next deal or bonus. Even when these people are present physically, they are not present relationally. When they reach the end of their lives, what they thought would be a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow is actually fool’s gold.

Woody Allen once said that money is better than poverty, if only for financial reasons. He said this to get a laugh, but in reality this is no laughing matter. If not handled with care, money will turn on us and grab us around the neck. It will let us down instead of lifting us up. It will fail to deliver on the promises it makes to us.

Some of the world’s wealthiest people have experienced letdown when they hit their coveted “number.” The story goes that having made billions in the oil industry, John D. Rockefeller was asked how much money was enough. His answer was, “One more dollar.” Jim Carrey, a rich and famous actor, said that being rich and famous did not solve any of his problems. Quarterback Tom Brady, after winning three Super Bowl victories, marrying the world’s top supermodel, and achieving an annual household income of $76 million, said in an interview that this couldn’t be all that there is, that there has to be something more. Kobe Bryant, who by the age of twenty-four already had millions of dollars, a beautiful wife, and a beachfront mansion, told Newsweek that he did not believe in happiness. Madeline Levine, a psychiatrist who works closely with teens from affluent homes, says that many teens share the same struggle. In her book The Price of Privilege, she writes:


America’s newly identified at-risk group is preteens and teens from affluent, well-educated families. In spite of their economic and social advantages, [“children of affluence”] experience among the highest rates of depression, substance abuse, anxiety disorders, somatic complaints, and unhappiness of any group of children in this country.[10]



How can this be? How can wealth, thought of by many as the answer to the world’s problems, become for many a cause of more problems than it solves? The problem does not lie in having or spending money as much as it does with how our hearts relate to it. Jesus says,


Be on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.[11]




No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.[12]



Paul writes,


If we have food and clothing, with these we will [and can] be content. But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils.[13]



All these verses are getting at essentially one thing: Jesus, not money, is the answer to our quest for safety and validation. When our souls are empty, it becomes natural to have distorted notions and experiences of wealth. When a healthy relationship with money turns into a love for money, when wealth turns into greed, when enjoyment of material things turns into materialism, our souls become more impoverished and empty, not less. Because our souls are crafted in the image of a great and magnificent God, they can never be filled with such a small thing as money. Only Jesus can fill an empty soul.[14]

Whether we have a little or a lot, then, we must be on our guard against all covetousness —whether the hoarding or spending variety. This involves discerning where we are relying on money to do for us what only Jesus can. It involves inviting others to speak into our lives on these issues. And it involves examining our relationship with money against what Scripture says about how we are to earn it, save it, spend it, and give it.

Gaining More by Having Less

Let’s also consider what happens to the human soul when it is filled with the currency of Jesus’ truth, beauty, grace, forgiveness, and love. When our souls derive safety and validation from Jesus, we tend to take on the attributes of his generous, self-giving love. When this happens, we also experience joy.

I will never forget hearing Joni Eareckson Tada tell the story about one of her visits to a poor village in Ghana. Joni and a few of her American friends decided to attend a worship service at a small church in the village. One of the first things that Joni noticed was that the most joyful and boisterous moment in the service was when it was time for congregants to contribute to the offering. The congregants, many of them among the poorest people in the world, found meaning and happiness in releasing whatever small amount they had to offer into the collection basket. They deeply believed Jesus’ promise that it is more blessed, or “happy,” to give than it is to receive.[15]

Joni also noticed that it was not in spite of, but because of, their lack of wealth that these worshipers from Ghana had so much joy. At one point in the service, a woman stood up to welcome those who were present. As she spoke, she was moved to share these words with Joni and her friends: “Welcome, our American friends, to Ghana, where we have joy because we need Jesus more.”

We have joy . . . because we need Jesus more.

Is this kind of joy possible for those who are not materially poor? Can we be transformed into joyful and generous givers who are satisfied with having less? Before we start liquidating our bank accounts, there is something else for us to consider. Before Jesus invites us to participate in his generosity, he first invites us to receive and enjoy his generosity toward us. This was the path to joy for the worshipers in Ghana. It is also the path to joy for us.

Rich toward God

In his parable of the rich fool, Jesus says that greedy hearts are healed when they become generous or “rich” toward God. He identifies the root causes of greed, which are anxiety and fear. He tells his disciples not to be anxious about food or clothing or anything else, because life is more than these things. He reminds them that God takes care of the birds and causes the lilies in the field to grow. If God takes care of the birds and the lilies, how much more will God take care of us? Then he tells them not to let their hearts be troubled and not to fear, because their Father in heaven knows what they need before they ask him. If they seek God’s Kingdom and righteousness first, God will make sure that all of their needs —as he defines “needs” —are met.

Jesus assures and comforts his money-sick disciples instead of shaming them. Then, he lovingly tells them not to be afraid:


Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions, and give to the needy. Provide yourselves with moneybags that do not grow old, with a treasure in the heavens that does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.[16]



Jesus invites us to be generous because God is generous, and because our money was never our money in the first place. God is the owner of wealth, and we are the managers. He invites us to use and unleash and share his wealth according to what matters most to him. These priorities include, but are not limited to, providing for the needs of those who depend on us, saving for the future, and giving generously to God’s Kingdom causes, especially to the church and the poor. When we arrange our financial lives around these and similar priorities, we actively “seek God’s Kingdom.” As we do this, God meets our heartfelt need of being able to participate in something enduring and meaningful.

But when it comes to giving, what is the right amount? How much are the followers of Jesus supposed to give? How much is too little and how much is too much? These questions are important, but there is no one-size-fits-all answer. Our level of giving depends on our situation.

For example, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea, two very wealthy men, anointed Jesus’ dead body with seventy-five pounds of spices. The cash value of these spices was nearly one hundred years’ wages for the average worker. Wealthy Zacchaeus gave 50 percent of his earnings away. Similarly, there are many who have been blessed with the ability to far exceed the biblical starting point of the 10 percent tithe.[17] Some, like C. S. Lewis and Rick Warren, have been able to give away the vast majority (even up to 90 percent) of their earnings to their churches, to the poor, and to other Kingdom causes.

But C. S. Lewis and Rick Warren are in the minority. Their situations are not common. What about those of us who earn less? Scripture guides us as well. The middle-income Pharisees gave 10 percent to the Temple and then gave freewill offerings, as they were able, to the poor and to other Kingdom concerns. The poor widow gave just a single mite, not much more than a penny in value —a gesture that moved Jesus to call her offering “the greatest gift” because the mite represented her entire net worth. The poor widow wanted all of her treasure to be with God because God had captured all of her heart.

A Generosity Crisis

According to a recent study reported in Relevant magazine, only 10 to 25 percent of the typical American congregation tithes (that is, gives the biblical starting point of 10 percent) to the church, the poor, and Kingdom causes. The same report concluded that if the remaining 75 to 90 percent of American Christians began to tithe regularly, then global hunger, starvation, and death from preventable diseases could be relieved within five years. Additionally, illiteracy could be eliminated, the world’s water and sanitation issues could be solved, all overseas mission work could be fully funded, and over $100 billion per year would be left over for additional ministry.[18]

But because 75 to 90 percent of American Christians are reluctant to give wealth away in biblical proportions, the generosity crisis remains. Put starkly, this means that 75 to 90 percent of American Christians —those who collectively represent the wealthiest Christians in the world —are money-sick.

Should this drive us to guilt and shame? Of course not. Jesus took care of our shame on the cross. But the epidemic of hoarding money when God says to give it away, and spending money disproportionately on ourselves when God says we should also be sharing it liberally, should drive us toward something, or someone. It should make us hungry for a money-sickness cure.

God has given us a way to start: the tithe. Just as the Sabbath command reminds us that God grants seven days of provision as we put in six days of work and one day of rest, the tithe reminds us that God is going to meet 100 percent of our needs as we return 10 percent of our regular income back to him. The tithe reminds us that God is our provider, that he is sufficient to meet our needs, and that he, not money, is the ultimate answer to our soul-thirst for safety and validation.

Did you know that tithing is the single act in which God invites us to test him?


Will man rob God? Yet you are robbing me. But you say, “How have we robbed you?” In your tithes and contributions. You are cursed with a curse, for you are robbing me, the whole nation of you. Bring the full tithe into the storehouse. . . . And thereby put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts, if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you a blessing until there is no more need. . . . Then all nations will call you blessed, for you will be a land of delight, says the LORD of hosts.[19]



These are sharp words, but with promises attached. God’s sharpness is compelled by an eagerness to demonstrate that he, not money, is our answer to feeling safe and cared for.

The clear message of Scripture is that when our net worth gets below our comfort level, whether through tithing or through circumstances that God decides are best for us, we, too, are given an opportunity, counterintuitive though it may be, to find joy in needing Jesus more. A shrinking net worth can be one of God’s greatest hidden blessings. True freedom is found in the realization that “everything minus Jesus equals nothing” and “Jesus plus nothing equals everything.” But sometimes, especially for those of us who have been given much, it takes having less material wealth to realize that the true wealth is found in Jesus.

Trusting God to care for us frees us to give to others and enjoy what he has given. Trusting God for our present and future security frees us to move toward him and others with open hearts and open hands.

How do we know that true riches are found in Jesus? The answer to this question is found in how committed Jesus is to take care of us. On the cross he gave up all of his wealth —not just 10 percent but 100 percent of it —so he could have us. He became poor so that we, through his poverty, might become rich. Jesus was liquidated of his assets —literally! —as he bled out for us on the cross. Because of his generosity, we have been validated, and we have been made safe in the deepest, truest sense.

When we begin to see this, our hearts become full. As our hearts become full, mirroring God’s generous heart will be a natural outcome.

And we will have joy . . . because we will need him more.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Have you ever dealt with money guilt? If so, after reading chapter 4, do you think that your money guilt was justified? Why or why not?

	If you were asked to reconcile the Bible’s warnings about greed and the Bible’s affirmation of the enjoyment of wealth, how would you do it? What would you say?

	Do you think that greed is some people’s problem to be conquered, or is it everybody’s problem? Why did you answer in the way that you did?

	Based on your own experience, do you think it is easier to find contentment with a lot of wealth or with a little bit of wealth? How does your own experience confirm (or contradict) the stories of Rockefeller and the woman from Ghana?

	Respond to the following excerpt from this chapter: “A shrinking net worth can be one of God’s greatest hidden blessings. True freedom is found in the realization that ‘everything minus Jesus equals nothing’ and ‘Jesus plus nothing equals everything.’”
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Chapter Five: RACIALLY THE SAME OR RACIALLY DIVERSE?[1]


The tendency to view the holistic work of the church as the action of the privileged toward the marginalized often derails the work of true community healing. Ministry in the urban context, acts of justice and racial reconciliation require a deeper engagement with the other —an engagement that acknowledges suffering rather than glossing over it.

 —SOONG-CHAN RAH




I HAVE A CONFESSION TO MAKE. Not long ago, I was naive enough to believe that electing a black president would go a long way in solving the race problem. And yet, fifty years into the post–civil rights era, it has now become clear that we are not yet ready to call ourselves a post-racial people. I was painfully reminded of this when a friend sent me a New York Times essay written by George Yancy, a black philosophy professor at Emory University, called “Dear White America.”

In his essay, Dr. Yancy laments the state of things for people of color in Western society. In his view, when the history books, the evening news, entertainment, business, education, politics, theology, and church cultures are shaped predominantly by the white perspective, people of color have little choice but to live under what he calls “the yoke of whiteness.”[2]

To white Americans, the use of this phrase may seem unfair. The word yoke feels inflammatory because it hearkens back to the days of slavery. We in the modern West are against slavery and the racism that supported it, right? The public schools are racially integrated now. Lynching and mobs and violence are all now punishable by law. White ministers like me quote black thinkers such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in our sermons. We read books and essays by John Perkins and Cornel West, and we speak out and tweet for racial equality. It is not uncommon for a white person to marry a person of color these days or to adopt a child of another race. Most white people would say that they deplore racism and are sickened by the shedding of black blood by white bigots. Our hearts hurt over black casualties in Selma, Ferguson, Charleston, New York City, and all other places where racial violence has occurred. Where there is injustice, most white Americans would say that they stand with the victims and against the perpetrators. But do people of color feel that these things are all true?

Though many of these things are true, we still have a race problem. How do we know this? We know this because the subject of race still hurts for many people of color. Dr. Yancy writes:


Don’t tell me about how many black friends you have. Don’t tell me that you are married to someone of color. Don’t tell me that you voted for Obama. Don’t tell me that I’m the racist. Don’t tell me that you don’t see color. Don’t tell me that I’m blaming whites for everything. To do so is to hide yet again. You may have never used the N-word in your life, you may hate the K.K.K., but that does not mean that you don’t harbor racism and benefit from racism. After all, you are part of a system that allows you to walk into stores where you are not followed, where you get to go for a bank loan and your skin does not count against you, where you don’t need to engage in “the talk” that black people and people of color must tell their children. . . . As you reap comfort from being white, we suffer for being black and people of color.[3]



Are We Listening to Each Other?

Ten years ago, Dr. Yancy’s words would have bothered me. I might have even dismissed them as unfair and unreasonable. I would have assumed, wrongly, that his chief goal was to make white people feel guilty for being white.

But over time, and because of the courage and truthfulness of friends whose skin is darker than mine, my perspective has changed. These days, I find myself more sympathetic toward, and not offended by, words like the ones written by Dr. Yancy. Largely through friendship and a lot of personal mistakes along the way, I hope that I am growing in my understanding of the minority experience in the modern West.

The love, patience, and candor of black and Asian men and women in my life has given me a new set of ears for Dr. Yancy’s outcry. When I listen to him, I do not see a chip on the shoulder, unfounded anger, guilt mongering, or some sort of “reverse racism.” Rather, I see a man representing the minority voice, appropriately fatigued from feeling unseen, unheard, misunderstood, misjudged, and in many ways written off by a white majority.

Recently, a friend who is black shared an insight with me about people who riot (which, by the way, is not something unique to people of color). He said that rioting is a terrible and damaging thing, and yet it comes from feeling helpless in a system that dooms you, by virtue of your situation and the color of your skin, to being disadvantaged and overlooked. “Rioting,” my friend said with tenderness and concern, “is helplessness acted out. It is trying to give a voice to something without a voice.”

In describing the act of rioting this way, my friend put his finger on a widely known truth: hurting people hurt people. Ugly behavior can stem from being treated as ugly. Destructive behavior can stem from feeling destroyed. Dismissive behavior can stem from feeling dismissed. Diminishing behavior can stem from feeling diminished.

Pause here. Go back and reread the statement from Dr. Yancy.

Can you hear the pain in his words? Are you listening carefully to the alienation and marginalization and “otherness” that he feels?

Am I?

Stuff White People Like

There is a satirical website called Stuff White People Like that is written by and about white people. For the most part, it is a poke-fun-at-ourselves commentary on the blind spots and deficiencies of white culture. One section describes how white people “like” ethnic diversity:


White people love ethnic diversity, but only as it relates to restaurants. Many white people . . . will spend hours talking about how great it is that they can get Sushi and Tacos on the same street. But then they send their kids to private school with other rich white kids, and live in neighborhoods like Santa Monica or Pacific Palisades. But it’s important to note that white people do not like to be called out on this fact. If you run an ethnic restaurant you can be guaranteed repeat business and huge tips if you act like your white customers are adventurous and cultured for eating food that isn’t sandwiches or pasta.[4]



As a white person, I can read a paragraph like this and laugh. But I wonder if such a paragraph, while poking fun at how misinformed white people can be about true diversity, rubs salt in the wound for a nonwhite reader?

The kind of “diversity” described above is more cosmetic than real, more recreational than relational, more token than authentic. In fact, it is not true diversity, because it requires zero self-reflection or change from the ethnic majority. On the other hand, cosmetic, recreational, and token “diversity” is costly to minorities because it requires them to do all the bending, all the adjusting, all the adapting, all the sidelining and sacrificing of their own culture and heritage and uniqueness, to assimilate into a white world where things are done in the “white way.”

One time I gave a sermon on diversity at Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City, where I was serving as a preaching pastor. At the time, Redeemer was about half white and half Asian. In my sermon, I said something that I thought would resonate with my Asian brothers and sisters and maybe even cause them to stand up and cheer. I said:


The Kingdom of God is as diverse as humanity is diverse. God has called people to himself, and into his church, from every nation, tribe, and tongue. He has called us to be one body, with one Lord, one faith, and one baptism. Therefore, there should be no white church and no black church and no Asian church and no Latino church . . . because there is only one church.



As I said these words, I had no idea how much hurt they would cause.

Afterward, an African American friend approached me to give feedback. Looking at me with sorrow in his eyes, he said, “Brother, you don’t get it.” This felt jarring and left me wondering what I had done wrong. But sometimes, a simple and direct statement of fact is what’s needed to get us listening.

Soon after this, an Asian friend approached me, also wanting to give feedback. He humbly and courageously offered the following (this is a paraphrase):


Scott, since your sermon yesterday, I have heard from several friends who, like me, are ethnic minorities. All of them, to one degree or another, felt hurt by your words. Many of them grew up in minority-specific churches and felt that you delegitimized those churches in your sermon. It felt like you were saying that those churches shouldn’t even exist. Scott, I really believe that you meant well and that you sincerely value the diversity God desires for his church. But I’m afraid your sermon moved us backward instead of forward. In a white-dominated society, sometimes the only place that ethnic minorities can freely celebrate the beauty and uniqueness of their cultures, the only place that people of color are free to fully be themselves, is in churches where their ethnicity is the majority. Your words about ethnically diverse churches may be helpful for a white audience. But for ethnic minorities, your words reinforced the alienation that many of us feel in a white-led world and also in white-led churches. I’m afraid that your sermon added to, rather than taking away from, that feeling of alienation.



As this friend spoke these things, I felt thankful and sorrowful. I felt thankful because he had exposed a blind spot in me. He had given me a glimpse of my inability to understand the minority experience and of how much growing I have to do in the area of race.

I felt sorrowful because, in an attempt to build some bridges, I burned them instead.

Appreciating the Minority-Culture Voice

More recently, I was invited to participate in a national discussion on race. It was an all-day discussion, and there were about twenty people present. The group was about half white and half black and included authors, musicians, social workers, pastors, politicians, nonprofit leaders, and a Freedom Rider.

Although I was invited several times to contribute to the discussion, I stayed silent for most of the day. Instead of talking a lot, which is a preacher’s natural default, I decided instead to listen and take a lot of notes. Here are some of the things we heard from our black friends. Rather, what I mean to say is, here are some of the things we heard from our friends:


“Please don’t call me your black friend. This kind of label actually reveals the poverty of our friendship. Not until I am seen as simply your friend will it start to feel like you regard me as your equal.”

“Imagine if the goal of your whole life was proving to white people, who have all the power, that you are not a threat because of the color of your skin.”

“I am a dark-skinned man married to a white woman. Our light-skinned children have a much easier ‘race experience’ than our dark-skinned children do, even though they share the same DNA.”

“White gentrification is taking over black neighborhoods in virtually every major city. Gentrification is when the haves displace the have-nots without regard for the have-nots.”

“White privilege is our institutional muscle memory. Privilege is when you can be successful without ever having to touch base with any other culture.”

“There seems to be a lot of fear among whites in today’s climate. Fear of giving up privilege. Fear of listening more and of speaking less.”

“Today’s climate presents a unique opportunity for white Christian leaders to humble themselves, to learn, and to advocate for their brothers and sisters of color.”

“Pain and lament aren’t often taught in white evangelical books. Learning to deal with pain is a gift that people of color can give to white people.”

“We never hear about the big scary white man, only the big scary black man.”

“Race is not an ‘issue’ for people of color. For us, it’s our whole lives.”

“White friends, please recognize that love means engaging every part of the minority experience. It means entering into the pain of it with us.”

“As a former Freedom Rider, I speak mostly to Caucasian groups. I’m rarely asked anymore to speak to African American groups. They have lost hope. They think, ‘What’s the point?’”

“As a black man, I don’t need people feeling sorry for me. Help me believe I can be somebody. Raise the bar on me, don’t coddle me.”



What I am learning is how important it is for me as part of the majority to talk less and listen more to the minority voice. I’m starting to see that because I haven’t lived the minority experience and because I have for all my life “reaped comfort from being white” in a white-dominated society, I should be quick to listen and slow to speak. I should presume less, offer fewer solutions, and ask a lot more questions. For only when I listen to the pain of the minority am I able to love across the lines of difference in ways that are helpful and not hurtful.

Racial Justice in the New Testament

The pain associated with cultural inequality, and also with minority versus majority dynamics, is not new. In fact, an overlooked minority was one of the earliest problems in the New Testament church.

The Christian church began with an all-Hebrew (Aramaic-speaking) leadership. However, it didn’t take long before a complaint arose from Hellenist (Greek-speaking) minorities against the Hebrew majority, because the all-Hebrew leaders were not hearing the cries of the suffering, underserved, and overlooked Hellenist widows.

With all the privilege and power in their favor, the Hebrews had the luxury of not being required to respond. As the majority, they could have simply dismissed the concerns of the Hellenist minority rather than going through the trouble, inconvenience, costliness, and awkwardness of addressing their complaint. They could have easily responded to their Hellenist brothers and sisters, “Can’t you just be grateful that we are allowing you to be part of our community? Don’t you realize that it’s not a very ‘Christian’ thing to complain? Why can’t you just appreciate what you do have?”

Or they could have simply showed the offended Hellenists the door, sending them down the street, perhaps, to start a community of their own. “Since you’re not happy here, since you don’t seem to like our culture or the way that we are running things, then why don’t you just go somewhere else and start your own church?”

In multiple ways, the Hebrew majority could have dismissed the minority complaint. But that’s not what they did. Rather than responding defensively, rather than writing off the concerns of the minority, the all-Hebrew leaders handed the entire widow-care system over to the offended minority. Seven people were chosen to correct the issue of racial inequality in the church —Stephen, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus —all of whom were Hellenists.[5]

You might say that the Hebrew leaders of the early church were among the first to take “affirmative action” to ensure that minority concerns were addressed and solutions were discovered and implemented by the members of the minorities themselves.

A first step toward true diversity —whether cultural, economic, political, ethnic, or otherwise —is to recognize that charity toward minorities by itself is not enough. Charity, to be truly charitable and biblical, must also result in empowerment, where the majority humbles and positions itself to follow the minority voice regularly. Especially where injustice and inequality exist, the majority must proactively seek out ways to surrender microphone and gavel rights to the minority. Invitations to give “input” must be replaced with opportunities to lead. Crumbs from the table must be replaced with a seat at the table. Otherwise, we remain stuck with an anemic, counterfeit diversity. Otherwise, particularly as pertains to race, we remain stuck with only stuff that white people like.

An Unexpected Invitation

My friend Pastor Ronnie Mitchell is more than a friend. He is also a mentor to me.

Pastor Ronnie calls me his “brother from another mother,” and yet, we are different. He has lived in the same neighborhood his entire life. He is nearly two decades my senior and has been married to the same woman for almost as long as I have been alive. While also working a second job, he has pastored one African American congregation, New Livingstone Church, for close to forty years. He is also a black man.

In our time together, Pastor Ronnie has taught me more about life in Jesus than books or sermons have. He has opened my eyes to pain associated with being black in a white man’s world, but never for a moment from a place of resentment or self-pity. In this, he has been to me a picture of grace and long-suffering. He has taught me how gentrification helps some while hurting others and how as neighborhoods get “better” for one people group, they tend to get worse —no longer accessible, that is —for another. He has shown me, in the presence of his granddaughter, what it looks like for a grown man to be wrapped around a little girl’s finger. He has spoken twice at my church, both times bringing his whole church with him as a demonstration of unity and solidarity. In one breath, he is a model of dependent, childlike prayer. In the next breath, he shows what it looks like to storm the gates of heaven in power. Pastor Ronnie has taught me how sometimes the poorest people in the world are the ones at the top of the org charts and pecking orders, and the richest people are sometimes at the bottom. He has taught me, in ways that nobody else has, that the Kingdom of God is sometimes upside down to our sensibilities. And man, oh man, can Ronnie turn a phrase! But most important, when I’m close to Ronnie, I always sense that I am also close to Jesus. I need Pastor Ronnie for many reasons. I need him because in more ways than I can count, he makes me want to be a better man.

Recently, Pastor Ronnie honored me with an invitation to preach at New Livingstone’s annual “revival.” Before this, I had never preached at a revival. I had also never before preached to an African American congregation. But after the fact, I can confidently say that this was one of the top three most heartening experiences I have ever had as a minister.

From the moment I stepped into their sanctuary, the New Livingstone family received me not as a guest preacher but as one of their own. Their receptivity and hospitality toward me, toward the musicians from our church whom Pastor Ronnie invited to lead the singing, and toward our church members whom Ronnie invited to attend, was beyond welcoming. It was magnificent, a true taste of the Kingdom of God.

As I left full-hearted from that beautiful church that night, I wondered why Pastor Ronnie had decided to invite someone like me to preach at his church revival. Why would this pastor, whose community knows what it’s like to suffer under “the yoke of whiteness,” invite me into his pulpit? Why would he yield to me the sacred task of heralding a message of unity, love, reconciliation, and peace when the color of my skin, the zip code of my residence, and the history of my people in some ways represent the opposite of these things to his people? Why would Ronnie assume such a big risk for a leader in his shoes?

I think the answer is just that. The answer is that Ronnie is a leader.

For many years, Pastor Ronnie has taught his people, just as he teaches me, to see color not primarily through the eyes of cynicism and despair but through the eyes of hope. He has taught his people, just as he teaches me, to see color not through the eyes of separation and alienation and otherness but through the eyes of God’s Kingdom reflected in every race, nation, tribe, and tongue. He has taught us all about how much we all need each other, to learn from and listen to each other and share life together, in order for the image of God to be more fully formed in us. By treating me as one of his people, as a brother from another mother who is on his team, Ronnie reminds me that being united to Jesus also means being united to each other. It means that through Jesus, our definition of “us” must expand, and our definition of “them” must shrink.

This is only part of why I lean on Pastor Ronnie, not only as a friend but also as a mentor. He is my mentor because he shows me what a real leader does in a racially fractured world. He did for me in his black-majority church what early church leaders did for the Hellenists in their Hebrew-majority church.

Pastor Ronnie handed the microphone of his black church to me, a white minister from the other side of town. He did not bring the gavel down on me; instead, he put his gavel in my hand. He did not treat me as a foreigner; instead, he treated me as a friend. He did not belittle me; instead, he elevated my dignity. He did not ignore me; instead, he treated me like I had something important to say. He did not caricature me as one of them; instead, he welcomed me as part of his us. He did not give me crumbs from his table; instead, he gave me a seat at his table. He did not call me a white man from the other side of town; instead, he called me his brother from another mother.

Pastor Ronnie is my mentor.

And from Pastor Ronnie, I still have a lot to learn.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Have you ever had a difficult experience or conversation with someone from another race? What did you learn from the interaction? How did it change you?

	What was your initial reaction to the excerpt from Dr. George Yancy? How might your own race have impacted your response?

	What are the benefits of being part of the majority race in a society, organization, learning institution, etc.? What are the liabilities? How would you answer the same questions in relation to being part of a minority race? How might your own race impact your response to these questions?

	Which feels easier to you —living, working, and playing in a racially diverse situation or in a racially homogeneous situation? Why do you answer in the way you do?

	Respond to the following quote from this chapter: “Please don’t call me your black friend. This kind of label actually reveals the poverty of our friendship. Not until I am seen as simply your friend will it start to feel like you regard me as your equal.”
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[3] Ibid.


[4] Clander, “#7 Diversity,” Stuff White People Like (blog), January 19, 2008, http://stuffwhitepeoplelike.com/2008/01/19/7-diversity/.


[5] See the whole story in Acts 6:1-7.






Chapter Six: HIM OR HER?


The justice behind God’s creation of male and female and his arrangement of the different roles he chose for them may not always be apparent to us. Why one and not the other? But should we expect our finitude to understand the infinite, omnipotent, wise, good, lovely, gracious justice of God? Perhaps some inkling resides in the dance of the sexes, by which we reveal truth about the inner life of the triune God. The rest is clothed in mystery, to which we yield, with full confidence that it is meant for our good.

 —KATHY KELLER




I DON’T HAVE FIRSTHAND EXPERIENCE to back this up, but sometimes it seems more difficult to be a woman than it is to be a man.

This seems true in some of the more obvious, biological things like childbirth. When new life is conceived and brought into the world, a man’s only requirement is that he participate in the “fun part” of conceiving new life. A woman, on the other hand, must also endure nine months of nausea and fatigue and discomfort. At the end of those nine months, she must then submit her body to the rigors of labor, delivery, postpartum recovery, and chronic sleeplessness. While so many men provide wonderful support for the women who carry, give birth to, and nurture their children, the chief physical burden of bringing new life into the world is squarely on her shoulders.

While God’s design for how men and women conceive and nurture new life is beyond our control, there are other ways within our control that women seem to bear a heavier burden than men. In the workplace, for example, many women face the reality that if they are going to receive equal pay, equal respect, and equal opportunity, they must work harder than their male colleagues in order to level the playing field. Among the Fortune 1000 companies, for example, a recent study revealed that only fifty-four had a female CEO. That’s a mere 5.4 percent.[1] According to another study, for the same work, women are paid an average of 20 percent less than their male counterparts.[2]

Many women have also endured misogyny and abuse in their work environments. In 2017, the movie mogul Harvey Weinstein became the first of many men in powerful positions exposed for abusing his power —threatening loss of employment and opportunity to women who refused his sexual advances. After the Weinstein story broke, a campaign with the hashtag #MeToo gained viral momentum on social media channels. Women everywhere, many of whom had suffered in silence for years because of the abuse they had faced, began speaking out about the horrific wounds inflicted upon them by powerful, nonaccountable men.

Tragically, such abuses and inequalities have also taken place in some churches. Recently, a friend confided in me about a pastor who propositioned his wife in an e-mail. Over the past twenty years, a few of my pastor friends have had extramarital affairs with women in their churches or on their staff teams and lost their ministries as a result.

On a subtler level, women are often excluded from important meetings for their churches. Even though women are in many instances the most faithful contributors and participants in the churches, their thoughts and opinions and ideas about the direction and culture of their churches can be ignored by the men in charge. Some women feel great pain over the fact that their churches discourage the use of their gifts —especially the gifts God has entrusted to them for teaching and leading.

As I said, being a woman seems hard sometimes. This being true, it’s important to remember that in his own time —and in a society where women were treated as second-class citizens whose opinions, hopes, dreams, contributions, and skill sets were diminished and ignored —Jesus surrounded himself with female companions and colaborers. He ate meals with women, accepted hospitality from women, depended on women to help finance his ministry, praised women, pointed to women as supreme examples of faith, and empowered women as a way of life. Since this was true of Jesus in those days, how much more must we honor God’s purpose to exalt women in our time also?

When Inequality Becomes a Concern in the Church

Over the years, I have been in numerous conversations about women’s roles in the church. One conversation I’ve had many times is the one that begins with the question, “Scott, why do only men get to be pastors and preachers and elders in your church?”

As you might imagine, this question can be as difficult to answer as it is to ask. As a pastor who has served in churches where the preachers, pastors, and elders have been only men, I know that the way someone in my position handles this question is of utmost importance —especially in our current cultural climate.

Whenever this question is raised, I begin by affirming that many Christian traditions and denominations, including faithful ones that hold to as high a view of Scripture as mine does, do have men and women who serve as their pastors and elders. Furthermore, many of my own Christian friends are women who preach sermons and serve as elders in local churches. Some of them are pastors. I learn from these women and affirm their gifts. And yet, almost without fail, those who believe that both women and men should be eligible for all roles in the church (that is, those who hold to an egalitarian view) look upon my complementarian views with feelings ranging from sadness to dismay. I understand why. For me, this is a theological discussion that does not impact me to the degree that it does them. For them, it’s their life and calling we are talking about.

This fact has, on several occasions, made me eager to partner in ministry with those who hold egalitarian perspectives and practices. Though our interpretations of Scripture differ in some areas, I want to do everything I can to affirm that this is not an area over which I believe Christians with a high view of Scripture should break fellowship. For example, a few years ago our complementarian church began a ministry partnership with an egalitarian church in Nashville. Through this partnership, I have enjoyed friendship with and learned a great deal from a woman from the other church who is also a pastor. Her love for and surrender to Scripture is similar to mine, and we have been able to serve together toward a common purpose with joy, despite our different interpretation of certain Scriptures. To add to the joy of this friendship, after she gave birth to her first child, she decided to become a regular part of the moms’ support group at our church. What I hope to convey through this example of partnership and friendship is that egalitarian and complementarian Christians can (and should!) unite in their efforts, wherever they can, to serve God’s Kingdom together.

As for the church I serve, we seek to encourage and empower women to exercise their gifts for leading and serving in every way we can. Our executive team includes women as well as men. Approximately half of the senior directors on our church staff are women, including the women who serve as our directors of women’s ministries but also of faith and work integration, mercy and justice initiatives, music and worship, pastoral care, children’s ministries, hospitality, and more. Several of our women serve the church as deaconesses. Many of the advisers to the senior pastor are women. Women lead in our worship services by reading Scripture, leading in the prayers of the people, giving testimonies of God’s grace in their lives, collecting the offering, and speaking words of encouragement to fellow believers around the communion tables. Elder meetings include women who, though not elders themselves, offer regular counsel to the elders on decisions and strategic initiatives. The committees of our church are robustly populated with women as well as men, including several women who serve as chairpersons.

“These are just a few things,” I offer to concerned egalitarians, “that we do in our effort to follow what we believe is one of God’s priorities for his church —that every member, not just the men, exercise her or his spiritual gifts and abilities to the utmost.”

As you might imagine, this answer doesn’t always satisfy. Sometimes it only exacerbates the frustration.

In a recent conversation, I shared with a woman on our church staff who holds egalitarian views that when I get to heaven, I could discover that I and those who believe as I do on these matters got some things wrong. As I hope the rest of this chapter will support, I have come to believe that there are good points to be made from Scripture on both sides of the issue. This is another place where Christians ought to be quick to listen, slow to speak, and ever so careful not to pass judgment on others who have drawn different conclusions from their own careful study of the Scriptures.

Especially in the current cultural climate, the complementarian versus egalitarian discussion is alive in churches, in the blogosphere, and on social media feeds. The debate over gender roles in the church —as well as in the home —is very personal for many believers. Though differences between churches and denominations have existed for quite some time, the debate around gender roles has been highlighted anew, especially in recent years, through the publishing of egalitarian books such as Junia Is Not Alone by Scot McKnight and A Woman’s Place by Katelyn Beaty, along with their complementarian counterparts such as Jesus, Justice, and Gender Roles by Kathy Keller and Redeeming the Feminine Soul by Julie Roys. In seeking to learn from perspectives similar to and different from my own, I have benefitted greatly from these and many other books because of their serious-minded engagement with the biblical text.[3]

In short, the egalitarian view promotes the idea that both men and women can (and should) exercise their gifts equally in the church and at home. This includes holding preaching and formal leadership roles such as pastor, elder, deacon, and co-head of household. The complementarian view promotes the idea that while men and women are equals in dignity and gifting, God has assigned to men and women different, and in some cases gender-specific, roles.

Whether we land on the side of the egalitarian or the complementarian view, the types of questions being asked by millions of women and men are important ones that require thoughtful, satisfying, and above all biblically balanced answers. On this subject as well as every other, Scripture’s relevance is derived neither from traditional nor progressive assumptions and norms but rather from its ultimate and infallible source, which is the breath of God’s Spirit himself: “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,” says the Lord.[4]

Indeed, Scripture’s relevance rests in its ability, as the inspired Word of God, to stand above our different cultures and experiences and personal feelings about this subject or that in such a way as to affirm in us that which is right, good, and lovely, and to correct in us that which is not.

In many people’s eyes, neither churches and pastors nor parents have done an adequate job providing the thoughtful, satisfying answers to important and potentially life-altering questions around gender roles and differences. Instead, complementarians are often accused of giving answers that come across, especially to women and girls, as insensitive and dismissive to legitimate female concerns as well as to solid scholarship that has yielded more egalitarian conclusions. Likewise, egalitarians are often accused of giving answers that diminish the authority (and therefore the functional relevance) of Scripture in favor of the whims of popular culture and personal experience and feelings.

While in most cases these sorts of accusations are neither accurate nor fair, the questions keep coming. Perhaps more than ever, we need clarity about where he and she fit in God’s picture of church and God’s picture of home, for it still stands that “from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’”[5] And as with all contested subject matter, the way we handle these specific issues will, for good or for ill, have bearing upon the witness of Jesus both inside and outside the church. Therefore, the egalitarian versus complementarian discussion merits serious reflection, a humble demeanor, and a charitable spirit from all sides.

For some, especially women who believe they have been gifted and called to preach and lead in the church, the questions are not merely theological but also deeply personal. For such women, this is more than an interesting armchair discussion. It is a question of life trajectory and calling and —like their complementarian sisters and brothers —based on a desire to follow what they believe to be the teaching of Scripture. Furthermore, the concerns of women and girls who have been afflicted by abusive or absentee men in the home must be carefully, lovingly, and satisfactorily considered. For example, if a man has abdicated his so-called headship role by acting as a bully or a deadbeat in his home, if he has in effect disqualified himself from leading, what should be done in his case and in the case of those affected by his behavior?

These and other pressing questions are valid and must be handled and, whenever possible, resolved by both complementarians and egalitarians who have a shared commitment to biblical tenacity. Such conversations should be approached with sincere efforts to understand each other’s perspectives, a deep reluctance to judge or to become self-righteous about the issue, and above all, love, which binds God’s people —even across the lines of difference —in unity and peace.

The questions that must be contended with by complementarians and egalitarians alike are as follows:

Regarding leadership in the church: If men and women are created as equals in the image of God, as Scripture attests,[6] and if all believers have been endowed with the Spirit’s gifts to be exercised for the good of all, as Scripture also attests,[7] then should women be held back from preaching and formal leading roles in the church?

Regarding leadership in marriage and family: If men and women are equals in the sight of God, and if “there is no male and female . . . in Christ Jesus,”[8] should wives be expected to submit to their husbands in everything? Or should husbands and wives be seen as co-heads of household?[9]

As Egalitarians See It . . .

According to increasing numbers of women and men —especially those who lean toward an egalitarian viewpoint —complementarian role restrictions appear to diminish the place of women in both church and home. Furthermore, many egalitarians believe that complementarian views represent reductionist misinterpretations of Scriptures such as, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet” and “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church.”[10] Egalitarians contend that while such statements seem clear when presented apart from their fuller contexts, when presented from within their contexts, they seem to tell a different story.

The context assumed by egalitarians is essentially twofold. First, these Scriptures and others like them were written from a unique, culturally bound, and therefore temporary context in the same way that the Old Testament ceremonial laws about washing hands and eating shellfish were. “In Paul’s day,” thoughtful egalitarians might say, “women being in subservient roles was standard practice, just as slavery was standard practice in first-century Middle Eastern culture. So, if women are to remain subservient in every era and culture, then we would also have to say the same about slavery.”

Second, egalitarians contend that Scripture represents progress toward an even greater, more just, and more emancipated ideal that would unfold over time, after the canon of Scripture was completed. “By the time we reach the end of the New Testament,” egalitarians might say, “slavery is still a standard, yet waning, practice. But since that time —not in spite of Scripture but because of it —greater freedoms have been accomplished in societies, churches, and households by virtue of the fact that in those societies, churches, and households, there are no longer slaves.” In other words, according to egalitarians, scriptural teaching around slavery was intended to begin or trigger a process that would be completed through the work of Christ in later generations —namely, emancipation and civil rights. Slaves set free.

On a similar note, egalitarians would say that the same trajectory was established in Scripture for women in the church and home. Written from within a male-dominated, patriarchal, and sometimes misogynistic culture (for example, in those days, a woman’s testimony in court was not considered valid), the Scripture also envisioned an unfolding process over time in which women would be elevated to equal status and to equal roles with men. While the Scriptures don’t “finish the job” of empowering women to serve and lead in every way a man can, the Scriptures nonetheless start the job that we, in the name of Christ and by the love of Christ working in and through us, are meant to finish.

Another basis for this egalitarian line of thinking is the Trinity, in whose image both men and women are created. Whereas the original Greek and Hebrew words for God are masculine and the name Jesus is likewise masculine, the word for Spirit is feminine in Hebrew and gender neutral in Greek. While these realities don’t make an open-and-shut case for egalitarianism, they provide a strong basis for not taking egalitarian concerns and positions lightly.[11]

Confronting Misogyny?

Hopefully, these and other egalitarian tenets can provide us with some background as to why certain forms of complementarianism create angst for egalitarians. Especially when taught in an unfeeling or unthoughtful way, restrictions on women serving in certain roles can have the added, damaging effect of being stifling, dismissive, and even demeaning toward women. Likewise, if presented in a domineering or over-reaching way, complementarian teachings can risk diminishing the important truth that the most complete expression of God’s image is one that embodies attributes of male and female together. Just as God presents himself to us as our Father and like a mother, and just as Jesus comes to us as an elder brother who longs to gather us beneath his wings like a mother hen,[12] men need their female counterparts to rub off on them, and vice versa.

Also, and in more extreme cases, some egalitarians would suggest that the very existence of the conversation is both strange and offensive in our late-modern times. Concerning complementarian beliefs about male and female in the church, contemporary author and egalitarian Rachel Held Evans has written:


I’ve watched congregations devote years and years to heated arguments about whether a female missionary should be allowed to share about her ministry on a Sunday morning, whether students older than ten should have female Sunday school teachers, whether girls should be encouraged to attend seminary, whether women should be permitted to collect the offering or write the church newsletter or make an announcement . . . all while thirty thousand children die every day from preventable disease. If that’s not an adventure in missing the point, I don’t know what is.[13]



Concerning complementarian views in relation to the home and marriage, Evans has also written,


[The] premise —that wives must be subordinate to their husbands —is faulty, and . . . that premise can actually damage marital relationships by, among other things, impeding honest communication. . . .

Trying to force first century societal norms onto modern-day marriages has proven . . . complicated.[14]



Such concerns notwithstanding, there are millions of believers —both men and women —who still hold firm to a complementarian framework. For example, a well-known and popular Christian network called The Gospel Coalition (TGC) has made male headship in church and home one of its central tenets. In an article on TGC’s website called “To My Egalitarian Friends,” Kathleen Nielson writes:


Complementarians find Scripture to speak clearly and cohesively from beginning to end on the subject of human beings as male and female created equally in the image of God and with distinct roles relating to marriage and the church. The prominence and pervasiveness of this strand of Scripture’s teaching . . . make this a biblical issue that merits and even requires regular attention and discussion —especially in light of contemporary challenges to centuries-old understandings. The fundamentally crucial issue for all of us in these matters must be to hear and obey the Word of God.[15]



So then, whereas complementarians say the issue for them is solely about hearing and obeying the Word of God, egalitarians contend that perhaps we may be missing some teachings and trajectories as derived from the Word of God that could, if we paid more careful attention to them, lead us to some different and, presumably, less complementarian conclusions.

The Bible and Women

In response to complementarian assertions about women’s roles in the church, egalitarians appeal to the Bible in several places. Some common examples cited include the following:

WOMEN SPEAKING TO THE GATHERED CHURCH

In several instances, the Bible encourages women to exercise their teaching and speaking gifts when the church is gathered. Specifically, women are empowered to exercise the gift of prophesy —or speaking God’s word to the community —in both the Old and New Testaments.

The prophet Joel, speaking of the coming days, says God will pour out his Spirit on all flesh: “Your sons and daughters shall prophesy. . . . Even on the male and female servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit,”[16] which we later see fulfilled in the book of Acts.[17] In Luke, we are told of how the prophetess Anna, who lived her whole life in the temple, spoke of God to those waiting for his coming redemption.[18] And in 1 Corinthians, Paul gives detailed instructions about how women are to adorn themselves when they prophesy as the church gathers to worship God.[19]

WOMEN ENCOURAGED TO TEACH AND LEAD

In several instances in Scripture, gifted women are encouraged to fully use their gifts in the church to teach and lead. This is where egalitarians make a strong argument against stricter forms of complementarianism. When read within the full context of Scripture, passages like 1 Timothy 2:12-13 and 1 Corinthians 14:33-34 simply cannot mean women are restricted at all times from speaking in a church setting. Furthermore, to interpret such passages in such a narrow way is to promote an environment in which injustices toward women can easily occur through the stifling and diminishing of their God-given gifts.

The Bible includes examples of women using their teaching gifts to instruct others in the ways of Christ. The more obvious passages include those where older women are encouraged to teach younger women and all women are encouraged to instruct children. The young pastor and protégé of Paul named Timothy, for example, had known the Scriptures from infancy because of the faithful teaching of his mother and grandmother.[20]

The Bible reveals that even in ancient times, Christian women exercised their teaching gifts not just with other women and children but also when men were present and where men became their pupils. They taught both by example and with speech. The “excellent wife” in Proverbs gains praise from her husband and her family and at the city gates for her example of godly living. We might say that her life itself is a sermon that “preaches” to those who know her. While much of her attention is directed toward her family as a wife and mother, it is by no means solely directed there. In fact, she is also an industrious, successful businesswoman and salesperson.[21]

Ironically, this compelling description of the wife of noble character is often used to defend the faulty, hyper-complementarian position that a “woman’s place” is only in the home, that two-income families undermine God’s plan, that the world of work is a “man’s world,” and so on. This is a serious misapplication of this and many other sacred texts. Nothing could be further from the truth. While some women are called to the noble task of being a full-time parent (some men are called to this also), women who work outside the home are not only permitted in Scripture; they are celebrated. When you have time, read Proverbs 31. (Also look up other industrious women in the Bible such as Miriam, Deborah, Ruth, Esther, Lydia, and Phoebe, just for starters.)

There are also examples in Scripture of women giving testimony to the gospel and exhorting others in public gatherings. The Samaritan woman at the well, after encountering Jesus Christ, went back to her town and told everyone —men and women included —about the man who told her everything she ever did. Similarly, it was women God chose to be the first eyewitnesses —the “apostles to the apostles” —of the resurrection of Christ. It is no small thing that churches all over the world proclaim on Easter, “He is risen!” and the first person to utter these words was a woman.[22] And of course, we must not forget the moving testimony of Christ from the virgin Mary, who, upon being told that she was carrying God’s child, proclaimed, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.”[23] Lest we ever be prone to diminish the glory of womanhood, let’s not forget that Christ’s first nine months of incarnate life took place inside a woman’s womb.

Beyond these examples, Scripture also speaks of women proclaiming and teaching biblical doctrine when men are present. After God rescued the nation of Israel from the hand of Pharaoh and Egypt, Miriam the prophetess and other women declared a song of deliverance over the entire community, leading them all in worship. Likewise, after being told she was carrying God’s Son in her womb, the virgin Mary composed and sang a theologically rich song that not only became part of Scripture but is preached from pulpits all over the world during Advent season. There is also Priscilla, who joined her husband, Aquila, in teaching biblical doctrine to Apollos —one of the early church’s greatest preachers —to help him explain the Word of God more accurately.[24] Clearly, according to Scripture, there are many contexts in which women are free to exercise their teaching gifts. This is indisputable. Many women in Scripture are presented as remarkable leaders as well. Deborah served as a judge of Israel, and Junia is said to have been “well known to the apostles.”[25]

There are many more examples in Scripture that affirm the notion of women teaching and leading. This is undeniably true, so if anyone is tempted to accuse egalitarians of playing fast and loose with Scripture, she or he should stop and reconsider.

As Complementarians See It . . .

While the complementarian viewpoint has become unpopular in some circles, especially in a time when conversations around gender have become deeply sensitive and painful, most complementarians would give one, and only one, reason why they hold to this position. Not all complementarians are out to grab or preserve male authority and patriarchy. In fact, most are not. Like their egalitarian sisters and brothers who hold the Scriptures in high esteem, most complementarians see themselves as men and women who are under authority. They believe, as Luther once said, that on every matter about which the Bible speaks, the conscience must remain at all times captive to the Word of God (and, as the case may be, to one’s own well-studied interpretation of the Word of God) and that to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Most well-studied complementarians, like their well-studied egalitarian brothers and sisters, seek to be faithful to the whole Scripture, all the time. Specifically, and along these lines, complementarians believe that the following (sometimes controversial) statements from Paul were written to apply not only to Paul’s unique first-century, Middle Eastern context, but to every time and context, specifically in regard to life in the local church.

Paul writes, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is to remain quiet. For Adam was formed first, then Eve”[26] and “As in all the churches of the saints, the women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law also says.”[27]

On the one hand, as most egalitarians would agree, it is a grievous error to dismiss these (or any) biblical texts as mere cultural artifacts. On the other hand, as most complementarians would agree, it is also a grievous error to interpret these passages while turning a blind eye to the broader context of the whole Scripture, thus limiting women from pursuing God’s gifts and calling fully.

We must allow Scripture to act as its own chief interpreter. With this principle in mind, based on the biblical teaching already mentioned that affirms women exercising gifts of teaching and leadership in multiple contexts and in multiple ways, these words that were written by Paul in 1 Timothy and 1 Corinthians simply cannot mean that it is never appropriate for women to teach or lead in any way in the local church. Rather, there seems to be a certain type of teaching and leading in the church that, according to a complementarian understanding, God has assigned specifically to qualified men.

On Male Leadership in the Church and Home

Complementarians believe that the word authority in 1 Timothy 2:12 (from the Greek word authentein) refers to roles of formal governing and teaching that carry the authority of the governing office. Practically, this means that formal “eldering” and preaching in the gathered church have been assigned by God only to qualified men. This belief is based not on the norms of Paul’s first-century, Middle Eastern culture, where women were held in lower esteem than men, but rather for another, more enduring reason given by Paul: “For Adam was formed first, then Eve.”[28]

Complementarians believe that by appealing to God’s original creation as the basis for his argument, Paul was putting forth this teaching not only for his own time and context but for every time and context, including our current one. Additionally, complementarians see it as significant that all twelve of Jesus’ disciples and all the biblical apostles and pastors were men, and so were all known authors of the books of Scripture. Church elders who had spouses were to be “the husband of one wife.” Biblical passages providing instruction about the office of elder or overseer —the Greek words for which are masculine —always appear to be written with men in view.[29] Similarly, there are no instances in Scripture of women serving as pastors. Secondarily —but also significantly in support of the complementarian view —although women served as deacons from the earliest days of church history, there are no known examples of women serving as pastors or elders for the first three centuries of church history.

The Meaning of Biblical Words like “Helper” and “Submit”

Along similar lines, complementarian views regarding husbands and wives are influenced by the account of God creating Eve, where it is said that she will be Adam’s “helper” (Hebrew, ezer).[30] Likewise, complementarians look to Paul’s teaching about husbands and wives, again appealing to God’s creation design for men and women, as presented in these words from Ephesians 5:22-33:


Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands.

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body. “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church. However, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband.



Based on passages like these, egalitarians and complementarians must contend faithfully with the biblical idea that wives are “helpers” to their husbands. Genesis says, “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.”[31] The meaning of words such as this one can sometimes get lost in translation from age to age and from culture to culture. In the modern West, for example, calling wives “helpers” to their husbands can sound diminishing, if not flat-out condescending —that is, until we understand the meaning of the word in its original context. In biblical Hebrew, and especially in the Old Testament, the word ezer, or “helper,” is also frequently used in reference to God. God is the helper to Israel, the helper to the fatherless, and King David’s helper and deliverer.[32] In addition to these, there are eighteen other similar uses of the word in the Old Testament.

If you have ever seen the movie My Big Fat Greek Wedding, you may remember the scene where the matriarch of the family says that while the husband may be the head of the household, the wife is the neck, and the neck turns the head. This funny line is actually not far off from the biblical meaning of the term. A wife is a helper to her husband in that she complements or adds to and completes him, by bringing into his life a host of strengths that he would otherwise lack.

Similarly, Paul’s statement that “wives should submit in everything to their husbands” comes to us from within a context. Wives are also told that they must submit to their husbands not as if he were the Lord, but as to the Lord. This assumes that Christian husbands, in turn, are loving their wives as Christ loves the church —cherishing her, honoring her, loving her, and deferring to her wants and needs and hopes and dreams regularly. In their book The Meaning of Marriage, Tim and Kathy Keller speak of a husband’s headship in marriage as a sort of “tie-breaking authority,” which should come into play only after a husband and wife have worked tirelessly to come to a consensus together on this or that decision. On the rare occasions in which this becomes the case, unless a husband’s Scripture-informed conscience says otherwise, he should think of his God-given tie-breaking authority as a means by which to lay down his life for her rather than to assert his will to get his own way, because as Paul says in the passage above, headship in the home is a form of servant-leadership and a means of imitating Christ.[33]

Whether a person is a complementarian or an egalitarian, it’s hard to imagine how any wife would object to being led by a husband who —as Christ does for us —is consistently laying down his own preferences, desires, and will in order to serve her. Perhaps this is what Paul envisioned for husbands when he wrote the verse directly preceding this teaching, in which he tells husbands to submit “to one another out of reverence for Christ.”[34] Similarly, when a wife submits to her husband, she, too, is following the example of Christ, who submitted himself thoroughly to the Father’s will.[35]

Stuck in the Middle?

Too Egalitarian for Some Complementarians

As a complementarian who also sympathizes with much of what thoughtful, biblically serious egalitarianism has offered in the realm of scholarship, I have sometimes been accused of holding to a low view of Scripture by some of my complementarian sisters and brothers. The occasional critique has come as a result of my belief that the role of deacon in the church should be open to women. I have personally become convinced of this view —along with scholars and pastors such as John Calvin, Benjamin Warfield, C. E. B. Cranfield, James Montgomery Boice, Philip Ryken, and Tim Keller, to name a few —based on Romans 16:1, which identifies a woman named Phoebe as a diakonon. In our English Bibles, this Greek word is sometimes translated “servant” and other times “deacon.” Personally, I have come to embrace the latter translation because diakonon is the same word Paul uses when he describes the formal role of deacon in the church. Additionally, whereas the Greek word in the Bible for “elder” or “overseer” is a masculine word, diakonon is a gender-neutral and therefore (in my view) gender-inclusive one.[36] Therefore, it seems to me that even complementarians can support women serving in the role of deacon in the church.

Once, when articulating and explaining my beliefs on the subject, I was accused by a complementarian friend in the crowd of playing fast and loose with the biblical text. “You are completely discounting the fact that all seven of the deacons named in the book of Acts were men,” my friend argued.[37] “What’s more,” he continued, “I’m concerned that you are basing an entire doctrine on just one, single, obscure verse of the Bible that’s tucked away at the end of one of Paul’s letters.”

In what I hope was a respectful tone, I responded with a counterpoint. To me, it seemed odd that someone who claimed to have a high view of Scripture would hold me in suspicion for basing my beliefs on one single verse of Scripture. For if we hold the Bible in high esteem, it seems that we will therefore treat all of Scripture as being “breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.”[38] Furthermore, it seems that we will treat none of Scripture as if it is “obscure” and therefore irrelevant to our beliefs and practices. If Paul, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, said that Phoebe was a deacon, then I feel compelled —not because of a low view of Scripture but because of a high one —to conclude that Phoebe served as a deacon in her church, and therefore other qualified women should be able to serve as deacons in their churches also.

Too Complementarian for Some Egalitarians

Similarly, there are others on the egalitarian side of the debate who have expressed dismay over those who, like me, lean toward complementarian teaching regarding a husband’s leadership or “headship” in marriage, as well as the belief that preaching and positions of authority in the church —for reasons that only God knows —have been assigned to qualified men.

When Tim Keller, a complementarian pastor in New York City, was selected by Princeton Theological Seminary to receive the inaugural Kuyper Prize, named after the influential twentieth-century theologian Abraham Kuyper, an uprising occurred among Princeton students who asserted that Keller did not deserve this award. The reasons given by the protesting students were largely centered around Keller’s complementarian belief that God has assigned the roles of preaching, pastoring, and eldering in the church to qualified men. The student protest was so strong and outspoken that it caused the Princeton authorities to rescind the award from Keller and to instead present it to a more “qualified” candidate —that is, to a candidate who is solidly egalitarian in her or his views. Ironically, had these same standards been applied to Abraham Kuyper himself, then Kuyper, like Keller, would have been disqualified from receiving the award that bears his name.[39]

Indeed, these are emotional and sometimes costly concerns for so many of us, regardless of which view we hold.

Where Do We Go from Here?

Many honest, biblically faithful complementarians and egalitarians agree that there will be wrestling and tension for anyone who seeks to follow Christ and the whole Scripture on this particular issue. If we land on the complementarian side of things, we may be thought of by some of our fellow complementarians as compromised by virtue of being too “egalitarian friendly,” and some of our egalitarian friends will think we are either culturally regressive or biblically incorrect in our views. Likewise, if we land on the egalitarian side of things, we may be thought of by some of our fellow egalitarians as compromised by virtue of being too “complementarian friendly,” and some of our complementarian friends will think we are capitulating to culture and therefore compromised.

I would like to humbly submit that in my opinion, this should not be an issue brothers and sisters in Christ divide over or pass judgment upon each other about. I would wish to remind both you and myself that love, according to Scripture, “believes all things.”[40] That is to say, love gives the benefit of the doubt to those on the other side of an issue, especially when valid points can be made from Scripture on either side.

Ideally, a faithful complementarian should be able to worship and serve Jesus alongside a faithful egalitarian, and vice versa. Likewise, a faithful egalitarian should be made to feel at home at a church led by a faithful complementarian leadership, and vice versa.

One recent conversation I was part of makes the point. The wife of an associate pastor in an egalitarian church said:


Most of the time, my husband and I lean in the complementarian direction. That being said, our egalitarian church and its leadership have welcomed us with open arms. We feel zero shame or pressure or a sense of being regarded as “lesser than” because of our minority views. We feel that our interpretations of Scripture around gender are respected, our right to have them esteemed, our gifts utilized, and our contributions celebrated.



Similarly, I can think of no better example to end with than Katherine Leary Alsdorf, an egalitarian Christian woman who served for many years under the leadership of Tim Keller. Katherine, who was the founder and executive director of Redeemer’s Center for Faith and Work, wrote the following about her experience working with Tim and in reference to the occasion when Princeton rescinded the Kuyper Award from her former pastor and colleague:


Like some of the women who have objected and instigated the withdrawal of this award by Princeton Theological Seminary, I do not share Tim’s complementarian views. However, I am deeply saddened by the tone of these objections, more so by the final effect.

Tim and many others have come to their position about the roles of women in the church (and marriage) based on Biblical study and deep reflection. I chose to submit to that view during my many years at Redeemer because of the way God was at work in the lives and work of the congregation. I use the term “submit” intentionally. There are many things I have and will “submit” to in order to live out the life to which God has called me.

I have worked at a PCUSA church in which women, even when ordained, were marginalized more than those at Redeemer. I have worked in aerospace and tech (notoriously challenging environments for women), because the work I was called to do was worth it. We ask our fellow Christ-followers to go out into every sphere of this world, regardless of how hard it might be, to do the work that Christ has equipped us to do so that He may be glorified. Tim has lived out for me, and many others, how to live with Biblical integrity, humility, and generosity, even on —especially on —issues where we disagree.[41]



May God give grace to us all, that we may follow Katherine and Tim’s example of being able to love and serve together even across our differences. Even more, may God give us a willingness —even an eagerness —to open our hearts to the merits of the other person’s view on these important matters.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Have you ever found yourself in a struggle or debate over egalitarian versus complementarian differences, either within yourself or with others? If so, what was the outcome?

	Regarding gender differences in relation to the church and/or at home, what hills are worth dying on? What hills are worth climbing together, even across the lines of difference?

	Why do you think the egalitarian/complementarian conversation can become so heated among biblically serious Christians? In what ways are egalitarians prone to be uncharitable toward complementarians? In what ways are complementarians prone to be uncharitable toward egalitarians?

	At the end of the chapter, examples are given of two complementarians who found welcome and meaningful ministry in an egalitarian church and an egalitarian who found the same in a complementarian church. Would a similar scenario be realistic in your own context? Why or why not?

	Respond to the following quote, written by Kathy Keller: “The justice behind God’s creation of male and female and his arrangement of the different roles he chose for them may not always be apparent to us. . . . Perhaps some inkling resides in the dance of the sexes, by which we reveal truth about the inner life of the triune God. The rest is clothed in mystery, to which we yield, with full confidence that it is meant for our good.”
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Chapter Seven: AFFIRMATION OR CRITIQUE?


The relativism which is not willing to speak about truth but only about “what is true for me” is an evasion of the serious business of living. It is the mark of a tragic loss of nerve in our contemporary culture. It is a preliminary symptom of death.

 —LESSLIE NEWBIGIN




RECENTLY I WAS DOING RESEARCH for a sermon on Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus about being “born again.” I came across a couple of alarming quotes that struck me as also funny. The first was from a San Francisco journalist named Herb Caen, who says that “the trouble with born-again Christians is that they are an even bigger pain the second time around.” The second was from Katharine Whitehorn, a British journalist, who wonders, “Why do born-again people so often make you wish they’d never been born the first time?”[1]

Usually when people say these kinds of things about my people —and by “my people” I mean Christians —I laugh, if for no other reason than that it’s good not to take oneself or one’s tribe too seriously. It is healthy to laugh at ourselves and, if the shoe actually fits, give a conceding nod to our critics. Still, negative caricatures about “my people” can also be sobering because sometimes the shoe fits a little bit too well.

While I don’t know exactly why these journalists spoke like this about Christians, I suspect that at least part of it relates to an observation Philip Yancey once made in an interview about his book What’s So Amazing about Grace?


When I ask people, “What is a Christian?” they don’t usually respond with words like love, compassion, grace; usually they describe a person who’s anti-something. Jesus was not primarily known for what he was against. He was known for serving people who had needs, feeding people who were hungry, and giving water to the thirsty. If we [Christians] were known primarily for that, then we could cut through so many divisions. . . . Christians often have a bad reputation. People think of Christians as uptight and judgmental. Odd, I thought, that [our version of Christianity] has come to convey the opposite of God’s intent, as it’s lived out through us.[2]



I think we Christians should listen humbly, thoughtfully, and carefully to people who express their misgivings about us. Somehow in our efforts to “speak the truth” we have too often forgotten about the love that God intends to undergird the truth. We have forgotten to let our speech “always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that [we] may know how [we] ought to answer each person.”[3]

Jesus was offensive to smug, judgmental, religious people. He was a breath of fresh air to broken, nonreligious people. Can the same things be said about his followers today? If not, what are the reasons why? Why are there still people who think that “Christian” and “anti-something” are one and the same? More important, is there a path forward that could reverse this common impression?

I believe there are things that can help “my people” move past any negative caricatures, bad attitudes, or combative postures that have sidelined us from the path of Jesus. I am hopeful that we live in a time in which God is doing a new work in us —one that stirs us toward a more affirming manifesto, something that resembles the Prayer of St. Francis in both word and deed:


Lord, make us instruments of your peace. Where there is hatred, let us sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is discord, union; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; where there is sadness, joy. Grant that we may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood as to understand; to be loved as to love. For it is in giving that we receive; it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen.



And yet a Christian may ask, “Doesn’t critique play some sort of role in the life of a believer?” Shouldn’t Christians speak truth to power, bring a prophetic word to those who have turned from God, warn people about sin and judgment, and the like? Shouldn’t Christians shine as light in dark places, call people to repent and believe, and go into the world and teach people to obey everything that Jesus commanded? Shouldn’t we expect that as we do these things, there will be people who treat us like enemies and who say, “I do not like your Christians?”

Yes, we should. Even when done in love, speaking the truth, shining as light in darkness, and taking up a cross to follow Jesus will draw certain forms of opposition. But if people are going to get upset with us, let’s at least make sure they are the same types of people who got upset with Jesus. The lepers and the crooks and the drunks and the gluttons and the sexually promiscuous people and the sinners and the nonchurchgoers, to be clear, did not oppose or get upset with Jesus. These people were drawn to him, and in being drawn to him they were drawn to his community. There was something about him that these people knew they needed. There was something about him that made these people feel that as long as Jesus was nearby, hope was possible and everything might actually turn out okay.

Those who opposed Jesus the most were the committed “church people” —the priests, the Levites, the Bible scholars, the people who fasted and prayed and gave their tithes faithfully at the Temple and made sure everybody knew about it. But Jesus was not impressed. He gave them no applause for their piety and their dutiful good works. Rather, he critiqued them sharply and often; told them they were not children of Abraham but children of the devil; called them blind guides who don’t practice what they preach, narcissists who honor themselves instead of God, whitewashed tombs and hypocrites who neglect justice and mercy, who shed innocent blood, and whose religion is smoke and mirrors and whose devotion is a self-indulgent show. To make matters worse, Jesus brought irreligious outcasts —the tax collectors and sinners and gluttons and drunks —into his inner ring. He welcomed them and ate with them. He called them his friends. He knew their names and their stories. Instead of casting them out, he drew them in. And he made sure that the committed church people heard loudly and clearly that the crooks and prostitutes were entering God’s Kingdom ahead of them —particularly the crooks and prostitutes who had a sense of their own moral and spiritual bankruptcy.[4]

So there you have it. Jesus affirmed some and he critiqued others. And he did so in ways that most would least expect. Is this also true of us?

To Be Human Is to Need Encouragement

In his book How Children Raise Parents, counselor and author Dan Allender says that to nurture a life-giving home environment, parents must be aware of two questions that their children are always subconsciously asking. All children ask both questions daily as they consider the freedoms and boundaries given to them by their parents. The first question is Do my parents love me? The second is Will my parents let me have whatever I want? Well-parented children know that the answer to the first question is always yes and the answer to the second question is always no.[5]

As the father of two girls, I can attest to the truth of Allender’s assessment. As soon as they leave the womb, children are going to test the limits of what they can and cannot do and of what they can and cannot have. And, most especially, children want to know that their parents love them.

From early on, Patti and I longed to create a secure home for our daughters in which they always knew they were loved. As Tim Keller likes to say, we determined to “catch them doing good” anytime we had an opportunity. We wanted our daughters to grow up feeling affirmed, valued, and cherished as unique and amazing carriers of the image of God. But we discovered early on that not even this level of praise and affirmation was enough to fully convince our daughters of our unconditional love and acceptance. For example, one of our daughters would always ask a specific question after being disciplined: “Daddy [or Mommy], are you happy at me?”

We praised her every day and night. We caught her doing good every chance we could. Yet all it took was one act of disobedience, one brief moment of discipline, one little critique for the unsettling insecurity to creep in that perhaps she was somehow not so beautiful or special or loved anymore. Daddy, are you happy at me?

I remember watching an interview with Mariah Carey, who at the time was in her late twenties and had accumulated more number-one hits than anyone in music except for Elvis Presley and the Beatles. The interviewer asked Carey if there was anything left for her to accomplish. She sat quietly for a moment, then replied, “Happiness.” The interviewer was thrown off by the answer and asked how this could be true. How, with such great success and so much talent and so many hits and so many fans and so much applause and so much money, can you not be happy? Carey did not have to think about how to answer the second question. Right away, she looked at the interviewer and said she could hear a thousand praises and then just one criticism, and the one criticism would overrule the thousand praises and wreck her emotionally.

What is it about the human heart that makes us so sensitive to criticism? Why are we so undone by it? Why does it unravel us as it does? Why does a little girl lose her emotional equilibrium in a moment of parental discipline, or a megastar musician forget who she is because of one criticism? Or why, when a text message or the subject line of an e-mail says, “We need to talk” (or for us pastors, “About your sermon”) are we struck with a sudden feeling of doom? Why do we spend hours in the gym or in front of the mirror or online meticulously editing our social media profiles? Why is the perfect “selfie” such a large part of how we present ourselves to the world? Why do we live in constant disequilibrium about what our real or imagined critics might say about us?

Consider this excerpt from a book by Donald Miller:


Last year I caught an interview with Tom Arnold regarding his book How I Lost Five Pounds in Six Years. The interviewer asked why he had written the book, and I was somewhat amazed at the honesty of Arnold’s answer. The comedian stated that most entertainers are in show business because they are broken people, looking for affirmation. “The reason I wrote this book,” Tom Arnold said, “is because I wanted something out there so people would tell me they liked me. It’s the reason behind almost everything I do.” I have to tell you, after that, I really liked Tom Arnold.[6]



After that, I really liked Tom Arnold too. Most would agree that this kind of honesty about the human condition is courageous and disarming, but it is much more. It is relieving and life giving, especially to people who are prepared to admit that they don’t have it all together. Why don’t we just admit it? We are frail and afraid. We are unimpressed with ourselves because we are not what we think we are supposed to be. So many of our goals and dreams and efforts end in anticlimax. And yet, we still crave affirmation.

Some call this neediness. Others call it the image of God. We have been created to mirror him, which means that a receptivity to and a desire for praise is deeply ingrained in us.

If God is magnificent (he is), if our chief end is to glorify and enjoy him in his magnificence (it is), and if the natural world also exists for this same purpose (it does),[7] then what does that say about every human being, made in God’s image, of whom God is always mindful, and whom God has made “a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor . . . [and] given him dominion over the works of [God’s] hands . . . [and] put all things under his feet?”[8] If God is pleased with praise and affirmation from his people —never needy of it, but always pleased with it —should we who bear his image not also be pleased with and desirous of praise and affirmation ourselves?

This longing for affirmation makes sense. Both existentially real and biblically true, it is the reason we Christians should be the most affirming people in the world. Rather than rushing to find fault, we should proactively seek opportunities to catch others doing good and to encourage (literally, “put courage into”) others by verbalizing the ways that we are “happy at them” —whether they believe as we do or not. Jesus certainly understood this, and so must we.

Affirmation without Caveats

Jesus had an extremely high view of the law of God —so high that in his Sermon on the Mount he interpreted the Ten Commandments in an even stricter way than the scribes and Pharisees did. In every way, we fall woefully short of the bar he set in his life and teaching. Even our most righteous deeds, when measured against Jesus’ standard of holiness, are like dirty rags.[9] Yet, even in the midst of brokenness and failure we find Jesus extending life-giving affirmation.

Jesus Affirmed His Followers

Peter, for example, had a few bouts with racism and cowardice, not to mention zero impulse control in certain social situations. Yet it was Peter to whom Jesus gave the name “The Rock” because Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ would become the bedrock upon which the entire church would be built.[10] Later, when Jesus needed a ministry of presence and prayer from his friends, Peter fell asleep. When he needed Peter to walk alongside him in his darkest hour, Peter abandoned and denied him —not just once, but three times. Yet when the women showed up at the tomb, the risen Jesus made certain that the most affirming word of all was sent to the one who had committed this shameful betrayal: “Go, tell his disciples and Peter that [Jesus] is going before you to Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told you.”[11]

And Peter. You just have to love Jesus.

Though his disciples made all sorts of mistakes, and though Jesus did not turn a blind eye to these mistakes, he saw the disciples fundamentally as his friends, his companions, his partners, and his trusted ambassadors. He wanted them to know that he approved of them, that he had high hopes for them, and that God would complete the work God had begun in them. He wanted them to know that he liked them. He wanted them to know that he was happy at them.

Jesus Affirmed His Non-followers, Too

I love to say positive things about people who don’t share my Christian faith. In my sermons, teaching, and writing, it is not uncommon for me to quote an existentialist philosopher like Camus or Nietzsche, celebrate the work of a painter like Mark Rothko or Jackson Pollock, refer to books by business leaders such as Jim Collins or Steve Jobs, draw from the imaginations of storytellers like Arthur Miller or Virginia Woolf, delight in the music of Ray LaMontagne or Kanye West or the Indigo Girls, or engage with films, TV shows, and other art forms that include secular themes. Why would a minister assume such an affirming posture toward secular people and secular ideas?

There are two reasons. The first is that I believe non-Christians say and do a lot of praiseworthy things. Non-Christians as well as Christians create beauty, speak words that are true, and perform deeds that serve the common good. This should be celebrated.

The second reason I like to affirm non-Christians is that Jesus went around affirming non-Christians all the time. He did the same with several men and women who identified themselves as believers, or who were moving toward belief, but who also lived inconsistently with his teaching and his ethics. Jesus, the author of all truth, beauty, and goodness, was quick to affirm expressions of truth, beauty, and goodness wherever he saw them. He shone a spotlight on the image of God in people anywhere the image of God would come out of hiding. Oftentimes such affirmation was his “step one” in the process of redeeming someone.

John 4 tells about Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well. This woman was promiscuous, and Jesus pointed out that she had been with five men and that the man she was currently with was not her husband. He directly challenged her departure from God’s ideal for sex and marriage as a dead-end street. Yet he did not scold her for her “lifestyle.” Nor did he use the Bible as a weapon against her. Instead, he saw beneath her distorted behavior to the need and emptiness that were driving it. Without a shred of “I disapprove of you” in his words or tone, Jesus told her that he could give her water that, if she would drink it, would quench her thirst forever. He was not talking about literally drinking water. He was talking about how, for years, she had tried to quench her soul’s thirst with men and sex. Jesus alone could give her what five cohabitations had promised but repeatedly failed to deliver. Jesus alone could satisfy her soul’s thirst with a love that stays and is stronger than death.

As he preached the gospel to her, Jesus affirmed the Samaritan woman when nobody, including the woman herself, expected him to do so. She said to him, “‘How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of Samaria?’ (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.)”[12] Jesus also affirmed her dignity by asking her to meet his own need for a drink of water. She had something that would be helpful to him. Jesus was not put off by the woman. He humbly received from her and offered her something in return.

The Samaritan woman is one of many examples of how Jesus affirmed people who were not on the same page with his teaching and his ethics. There was also the adulteress to whom he said, “I do not condemn you,” and the prostitute whom he praised for lavishing him with a most unorthodox display of affection. Using several of the tools of her trade —her perfume, her hair, and her lips —the prostitute loved much, which proved that she had been forgiven much. When Jesus told a story to illustrate neighbor-love, he made a nonbelieving Samaritan into the heroic Christ figure. When he saw Zacchaeus, a man who had stolen from others for all of his life, he invited himself to Zacchaeus’s house for a meal (translation: “Zacchaeus, I want to be your friend”).[13]

Good Enough for Jesus, Good Enough for Us?

What does this mean for us? I think it means that if we want to follow Jesus, we have no choice but to follow him into the world and into affirming friendships with as many people as we can, including people who do not believe or behave as we do. According to Luke 15:1-2, even “sinners” flocked to Jesus daily, and he happily welcomed them, dined with them, went to parties with them, and befriended them. Secular people wanted to be near him and hear what he had to say. Jesus had a soft spot for the least and the lost, the ostracized, the moral failures, the crooks and prostitutes and lepers, the invisibles and untouchables and people on the margins, the first-century religious community’s punching bags. And he was willing to be misunderstood, caricatured, and rejected for it.

Are we?

But what if we send the wrong message? What if people think we are endorsing sin? What if . . . what if . . . what if we become guilty by association? What if people start to think that we have compromised our purity and strayed from God’s law? What if people start to think that we, too, have become gluttons and drunks?

Hmmm.

“The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’”[14]

Better to be lumped in with gluttons and drunks than with image-conscious Pharisees.

The closer we are to Jesus, the further we will be from sin. Likewise, the closer we are to Jesus, the closer we will be to sinners. So close that Pharisee types will assume we are guilty simply by virtue of our associations. “Jesus! What a friend for sinners! . . .”

If Jesus were a twenty-first-century American, he would not examine people’s political affiliations to decide who is in and who is out. He would not tell an unmarried, cohabiting couple that they are sinning against God without welcoming the couple into his home and circle of friends. He would not talk about how a smoking or drinking habit destroys God’s temple while devouring four pieces of fried chicken at a church potluck. He would not express indignation toward “greedy Wall Street people” for corporate theft as he withholds God’s tithe. He would not condemn adultery or a porn addiction as being any worse than studying the Bible with the wrong motives.

Have we grown accustomed to relationally including and excluding others based on a list of spoken or unspoken “clean laws” that have no basis in Scripture? Have we grown accustomed to scolding others for certain sins while exempting ourselves from judgment over other sins that we commit daily? I am eager for more of us to respond as G. K. Chesterton once did when asked by the London Times, “What’s wrong with the world today?” He said simply, “Dear Sir, I am.”[15]

Maybe the problem with the world isn’t other people. Maybe the problem with the world is us.

How many people do you know who started following Jesus because someone scolded them, disapproved of them personally, or made it clear how appalling their “lifestyle” is? I have been a Christian for more than twenty-five years and a minister for seventeen. I have never met one.

Critique without Criticism

Does this mean we should be silent about error when we see it? Should we simply “live and let live” when we see family members, friends, and neighbors exhibiting beliefs and behaviors that could harm them or others? Of course not.

May I state the obvious? If your friend is caught in an addiction, the loving (and most affirming) thing you can do is insist that he get help. If your sister or daughter is about to leave her faithful husband for another man, the loving thing to do is tell her that if she does, you will not support her decision. If your boyfriend wants to take your relationship “to the next level” and have sex with you because he loves you, the loving thing to do is set healthy boundaries and possibly end the relationship. If your boss enlists your help to hide incriminating information from shareholders or a judge, the loving thing to do is refuse to cooperate. If your child lashes out at you and demands that you buy him a toy, the loving thing to do is not buy the toy.

The Bible makes clear that destructive beliefs and behaviors sometimes call us to do the courageous thing —to get in one another’s way and expose paths that threaten human flourishing. Sometimes this means we must critique the people that we love —and also receive critiques from them. As the proverb says, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend; profuse are the kisses of an enemy,” or the psalmist, “Let a righteous man strike me —it is a kindness; let him rebuke me —it is oil for my head.”[16]

Oscar Wilde said that a true friend stabs you in the front. But the “frontal stab” will eventually leave the recipient grateful, because it is done with a scalpel and not a dagger. It will be a word that heals, not a word that destroys or crushes. Why? Because an affirming critique always comes from the motive of restoring and building up, unlike criticism, which aims to harm and tear down. Paul says, “If anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness.”[17]

Restore . . .

. . . in a spirit of gentleness.

There is no scolding in this. There is no harshness or bullying or shaming in it either. Affirming critics stand for and on behalf of one another, not against one another. They have high hopes for one another, not disdain toward one another. They are committed, covenanted allies for one another’s good, not proponents for one another’s harm.

Consider Yourself

Several years ago I was in a working relationship with another pastor with whom I had nothing in common except for Jesus. Our Myers-Briggs profiles were exactly opposite, as were our working styles. We had grown up in different cultures and had different outlooks on everything from politics to the finer points of doctrine to ministry philosophy. And we butted heads. A lot. To say that we were like oil and water would have been an understatement.

One evening, in an effort to work out our differences, this fellow pastor invited me out for a beer with him, and I accepted.

Two pastors walked into a bar. . . .

We had the beer together. We talked about our upbringings and our families. We shared our stories and how each of us came into a relationship with Jesus. We shared about our most heartening and heartbreaking seasons of ministry. The evening started off really well. But then all hell broke loose.

I will spare you the details, but I think it’s fair to say that that evening, my fellow pastor and I got into the ugliest verbal fight of our lives. Neither of us physically struck the other, but we both went for the jugular with words. It’s an ugly thing when a couple of wordsmiths use their ministerial skill as a weapon with which to rip each other to shreds. There we were for about two hours —two pastors, two disciples of Jesus, two “masters of divinity” —slicing each other apart with words and murdering each other in our hearts.

“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”[18]

Pastors need Jesus too.

As I went home that evening, I felt ashamed. I wondered if I should leave the church where I served alongside this other pastor. I also wondered if I should leave the ministry entirely. What kind of pastor gets into a fight like that and talks to another human being in that manner? Forget the pastor part; what kind of Christian does that? I later found out that my fellow pastor went home thinking the same things about himself.

But what if, in that moment, God had us right where he wanted us?

As I continued to walk home, a quote from Bonhoeffer’s Life Together came to mind: “Only God knows the real state of our fellowship. . . . What may appear weak and trifling to us may be great and glorious to God.”[19]

The next morning there was a knock on my office door. It was the other pastor. He asked if we could talk, then he sat down and said three things I will never forget. First, he admitted humbly that though my delivery left something to be desired, many of my criticisms of him were true. He wondered if I felt the same way about his criticisms of me. I did.

Second, he said that he thought maybe God put us together because we were both like gritty pieces of sandpaper. Sandpaper is rough all around, but when you rub two pieces of sandpaper together for a while, both become smoother —not in spite of the friction, but because of it. This was his way of saying that perhaps we need each other as part of the process of becoming more like Jesus.

Then we started to talk about our offenses against each other and, one by one, asked for each other’s forgiveness. The other pastor insisted on going first.

That’s what Christians do when they are in their right minds. They start with themselves. They examine and address the flaws in themselves before they examine and address the flaws in others. They judge not that they not be judged. They notice and remove the logs from their own eyes so they can see clearly enough to properly notice and remove the speck from someone else’s eye.[20] They critique when called for, but as they critique, they are careful not to criticize.

Envision What the Other Person Could One Day Be

The third thing that the other pastor said was that he was committed from that point forward to believing Philippians 1:6, both for himself and for me. He looked me in the eye and said, “Scott, I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Christ Jesus.” When he looked at me and saw a caterpillar, he would choose to envision the butterfly. When he looked at me and saw a single seed, he would choose to envision the forest that the seed is going to become through Christ. And he would remind himself that God loves caterpillars just as much as God loves butterflies.

From that moment, the other pastor ceased to be “the other pastor” to me. From that moment, he was my friend, a conduit of God’s grace to me, a person with whom I look forward to sharing another beer in the new heaven and new earth —with no bar fights. I look forward to the day when there is nothing in either of us to critique, but only to affirm. I look forward to that day, the day of Christ Jesus, when both of us will see with clear eyes how the friction between us contributed to the smoothing of the sandpaper and to our ultimate completion in Christ.

I believe that God wants us to think in similar terms about our fellow human beings who are not Christians. If a family member, friend, or neighbor is at risk of stepping into harm’s way or potentially harming others, the loving thing to do is step in, affirm the person, and without judgment ask the kinds of questions Jesus asked the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well.

“You say you have no husband. This is true. The man you are with now is not your husband. How is it working out for you? Are you happy? Are you experiencing fullness? Is your soul’s thirst quenched and overflowing? If not, would you like to talk about living water? If you’re not ready for that, it’s okay. But if you’re interested, I’ll be right here.”

As Jim Rayburn, the founder of Young Life, used to say, we are able to speak truth to people once we have earned the right to be heard. One of the ways we do this is by realizing that it is not, it never has been, and it never will be a Christian’s job to judge non-Christians. “What have I to do with judging outsiders?” Paul writes. “God judges those outside.”[21] Instead, we must affirm wherever we can and critique when we must —while never being critical.

When tempted otherwise, it is always good to remember these words from James, the half brother of Jesus:


With [the tongue] we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so.[22]



Critique when you must. Human flourishing and redemption depend on it.

Affirm whenever and wherever you can. As the likeness of God, everyone is magnificent. As an incomplete work in progress, everyone is magnificently frail.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Do you think that the accusation that Christians are typically “anti-something” is fair? Why or why not?

	Can you describe a time when Christians were, like Jesus, seen as offensive by smug, judgmental, religious people and were also seen as a breath of fresh air by nonreligious people? How have these experiences impacted you?

	Do you agree with Sauls’s statement that it is “better to be lumped in with gluttons and drunks than with image-conscious Pharisees” and that “the closer we are to Jesus, the further we will be from sin . . . [and] the closer we will be to sinners.” Why or why not?

	What is your reaction to the story about two pastors tearing each other apart with words? Did this surprise you, concern you, give you hope, or some combination of all three? Explain.

	How does the idea of “critiquing without criticizing” manifest itself in the life and ministry of Jesus? What does his approach say about what he wants for each of us?
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Chapter Eight: ACCOUNTABILITY OR COMPASSION?


I don’t like to commit myself about Heaven and Hell —you see, I have friends in both places.

 —MARK TWAIN




I WILL NEVER FORGET A FUNERAL I attended when I was in my early thirties. The minister did the unthinkable. Instead of offering words of comfort to the mourners, the minister used his homily to talk to them —or rather, talk loudly at them —about eternal damnation. I do not remember the minister’s exact words. But I do remember how angry his words made me feel as he spent a full ten minutes telling crestfallen, grief-stricken friends and family members that many of them, because they did not believe in Jesus, would one day burn in hell. It’s not that his words were not true. It’s that they were spoken in the wrong place, at the wrong time, and in the wrong tone.

Would God be okay with my feeling angry about this minister’s approach? I think he would, because Jesus also got angry at this sort of thing. Although he said more about hell than most other subjects, Jesus had a very short fuse with those who appeared enthusiastic about the idea of people suffering eternally. Once, after being rejected by a village of Samaritans, Jesus’ disciples asked him for permission to call fire down from heaven to destroy the Samaritans. Jesus’ response was to rebuke his disciples for thinking such a harsh thing.[1] His response makes me wonder what to do with a subject like hell. On one hand, Jesus indicated that the fire of hell is an appropriate punishment for sin.[2] On the other, he got very upset with anyone suggesting that someone else should go there.

The subject of judgment can be uncomfortable and disorienting. Additionally, damage can be done when well-intentioned but deeply misguided Christians hold forth on judgment, leaving others afraid to discuss this subject in any context at all. When believers do un-Christlike things “in the name of Christ” —whether it be Jesus’ disciples seeking revenge on Samaritans, a minister angrily preaching about hell in a fragile context such as a funeral, another minister blaming non-Christians for the September 11 terrorist attacks, or a church with “God hates fags” messages picketing at the funeral of a gay teenager who had been bullied to death —they make it difficult for more thoughtful, compassionate believers to raise the subject of judgment at all. Case in point: after a recent sermon I preached on the Apostles’ Creed’s affirmation that Jesus “will come to judge the living and the dead,” several lifelong believers told me that mine was the first sermon that they had ever heard on the subject.

This should not be the case. As I mentioned above, Jesus taught more about hell than he did other, more popular subjects such as heaven and love. Everlasting torment, everlasting fire and brimstone, weeping and gnashing of teeth —these and other images were all part of his teaching. He warned repeatedly that this judgment awaits everyone who refuses his free offer of salvation by grace through faith.

Clearly, hell was an important subject to Jesus, and he thought it should be important to us, too. It is also a subject that can become for us, as it did for the prophet Ezekiel, something “as sweet as honey”[3] as we consider it more thoughtfully, carefully, and biblically.

Why Judgment Makes Sense

In his lengthy volume Being and Nothingness, existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre talks about how threatening it is to be “under the gaze” of someone else. To illustrate the point, Sartre tells a fictitious story of a man in a park. The man, thinking he is alone, enjoys the park’s lovely surroundings until he sees someone else in the distance. The man quickly becomes paranoid about the possibility that this other person might be staring at him. Then vague feelings of shame, anxiety, and desperation overcome him. The only thing he can think about is how he might escape the piercing eyes of “the Other” and the scrutiny to which he feels himself to be vulnerable. But then, much to his relief, the man discovers that the other person is in fact not another person, but a mannequin. The feeling of shame disappears, and he returns to enjoying the park.[4]

Sartre’s parable seeks to capture the truth about all of us —we are the fearful man in the park. We feel threatened when we are under the scrutiny, real or perceived, of others. The possibility that someone might be judging us is unnerving and is something that we want to escape as quickly as possible. We run from criticism, even constructive criticism, because we know that a single word of criticism possesses more emotional power over us than a thousand praises. Our adrenaline starts to flow, and our hearts rush immediately to fear. Have we offended? Are we in trouble? Are we about to lose a friend? Will we be attacked or condemned?

Why do our hearts go to this place? We experience this fear of exposure because part of our human condition is to feel that we are on trial. And the truth is, we are on trial. We are being held under scrutiny. The other person in the park isn’t a mannequin. We are being judged.

Judgment from the Outside

I remember reading an interview in the New York Times with novelist Amy Tan, a woman who has written some wonderful, enlightening books about immigration from China and the minority experience in America. Tan was very candid in the interview about growing up with a mother who expected a lot from her. She told the interviewer that as a child she felt that she would be a huge disappointment to her mother if she did not grow up to work as a neurosurgeon during the week and a concert pianist on the weekends. She went on to describe a conversation with her mother after it was announced that her novel The Joy Luck Club had reached number four on the New York Times Best Sellers List. After hearing the good news, Tan’s mother replied, “What happened? Who’s No. 3 and 2 and 1?”[5]

Many people have spent large chunks of their adult lives in counselors’ offices because of impossible expectations that were placed on them by others. No matter how hard these people tried, no matter how much they invested personally to measure up to the demands of a parent, a spouse, a teacher, a coach, a neighbor, a book or music or theater critic, a boss, a board, a congregation, a minister, or a mirror . . . it was never enough. They had fallen short in the eyes of their beholders. They were a disappointment to those they were so eager to please.

We have all had critics in our lives. If we’re honest, we have to admit that we have also been the critics of others. In each instance, the one being criticized bears a burden placed there by the critic. Without a thousand praises to counter a single criticism, we can find ourselves in a fragile, defeated place. Sometimes even a thousand praises aren’t enough.

Because of how deeply we are impacted by criticism, we protect ourselves in a multitude of ways. Our defense mechanisms can be among our closest and most loyal friends; defensiveness, fits of anger, dishonesty, shifting blame, and hiding are all strategies we put to work in order to protect our fragile egos. Another self-protecting strategy is in our tendency toward perfectionism. Sadly, when we strive for perfection not only do we fail to please others, we fail to please ourselves.

Judgment from the Inside

We human beings fall short of our own expectations; we struggle every day to believe in our worth. A single criticism, an isolated bad-hair day, an insufficient grade, or an unanswered text message can undermine our sense of being loved and accepted.

In a 1991 interview with Vanity Fair, Madonna put this universal human struggle into words:


All of my will has always been to conquer some horrible feeling of inadequacy. I’m always struggling with that fear. I push past one spell of it and discover myself as a special human being and then I get to another stage and think I’m mediocre and uninteresting. And I find a way to get myself out of that. Again and again. My drive in life is from this horrible fear of being mediocre. And that’s always pushing me, pushing me. Because even though I’ve become Somebody, I still have to prove that Somebody. My struggle has never ended and it probably never will.[6]



No matter how excellent Madonna becomes in her art, her fame, and her “special humanness,” somehow it will never be good enough. “My struggle has never ended and it probably never will.”

Madonna sheds light on a reality that is felt especially by people who experience success. The more accomplished they have been, the more they feel pressure to accomplish even greater things. They don’t need anyone to raise the bar for them, because they are always raising the bar for themselves. Success can work like an addiction —the more successes we have, the more successes we feel we must accumulate in order to keep feeling valuable —that we are, in Madonna’s words, “a Somebody.” We are always one breath away from failure in our own eyes.

Even if others don’t put us on trial, we will put ourselves on trial. If others don’t place impossible demands upon us, we will place impossible demands upon ourselves. If others don’t judge us, we will become our own judges.

Made for Perfection

As part of our human nature, we act and feel as if we must convince the world and ourselves that there is nothing in us that deserves condemning. We know that we are not perfect. But there’s something in all of us that still wants, even needs, to feel and be seen as perfect. To achieve this feeling, we invest large amounts of time, money, and energy into getting closer to perfection. We want the perfect persona on social media, the perfect face and body type, the perfect résumé, the perfect romance, and the perfect spirituality. We are idealists at heart. We want to live up to the demands, even the impossible ones.

But is this because we are too hard on others and too hard on ourselves? Or is it because we are too realistic? Could there be a valid reason why we are drawn to perfection?

They say that to err is human, but if to err is human, why are we, like Madonna, so easily undone by our own imperfections? Why do words like mediocre and average sound so repulsive to us? Why are we, like Amy Tan’s mother, so demanding of those who would give just about anything to receive a blessing from us? As a pastor, husband, father, and friend, these questions haunt me.

Do they haunt you?

The philosopher Blaise Pascal said that we can’t handle imperfection because we are from another world —and that world, unlike the world in which we currently live, is a world of perfection. “All these . . . miseries,” Pascal says, “prove man’s greatness. They are the miseries of a great lord, of a deposed king.”[7]

What world is Pascal talking about? It’s the world that began in Eden, where the man and the woman were both naked and had no shame before God, each other, or themselves. Both were completely at ease with being “under the gaze,” because they were made in the image of God and were therefore miniature reflections of him “in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.”[8] Before they sought independence from God, Adam and Eve in the Garden were perfect people in a perfect world. And though that perfect world has temporarily been lost, according to Jesus it will one day be restored in the new heaven and the new earth, where the glory of God will light up the place and there will be no more death, mourning, crying, or pain. There will be no more shame and judgment, for the old order of things will have passed away, and everything will have been made new.[9] Redeemed humanity will once again reflect fully the image of God. We will once again be the crown of his creation, “a little less than God.”[10] Having been made perfect again in the likeness of Jesus Christ, we will reassume the greatness and the kingliness of which Pascal speaks.

To err isn’t human after all. To err is, cosmically speaking, an anomaly. That’s why we can’t bear the imperfection in ourselves and in others. That’s why we feel on trial and why we repeatedly put others on trial. That’s why we can’t stand to be or to appear imperfect: we come from a perfect world. We are, as Pascal says, deposed kings who are miserable because we were created to be great.

Our human craving to be free from scrutiny, criticism, and judgment is really an echo of where history began and where history will eventually end. Both the origin of all humanity and the destiny of redeemed humanity are worlds in which there is no judgment because there is no imperfection in them.

Damning Damnation

In the last chapter of the Bible, Jesus is presented as the King whose reign of grace will never end. King Jesus assures everlasting joy and the end of scrutiny and judgment for all “who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life and that they may enter the city by the gates.”[11]

How are these robes going to be washed? I will get to that in a moment. But for now we should return to the unsettling theme of judgment —because that, too, is part of the last chapter:


Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and the sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices falsehood. . . .

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.[12]



There it is. Jesus, who promises everlasting paradise to some, also promises everlasting misery for others.

So it turns out that Sartre’s man in the park does face the threat of “the gaze.” God is not a figment of the imagination. He is not like a harmless mannequin in the park. He is a morally perfect God whose eyes are too pure to look on evil and whose presence sends even the very best people to their knees. The Old Testament prophet Isaiah, upon seeing a vision of God, pronounced woes upon himself. Why? Because in comparison to God, he realized that all the great sermons he had preached and all the good works he had done added up to nothing in terms of making him fit for the presence of God.

As with Isaiah, so it is with us. God’s eyes see beneath our facades and our polished exteriors far better than we are able to see ourselves. His eyes are the eyes of “the Other” —the eyes that will find us out, call our bluff, and reckon with us at the end of time. How he chooses to reckon with us on the last day —with each and every one of us —will decide how we will spend eternity. We will either be welcomed into a life that’s better than we’ve ever dreamed, or we will be cast out into a life that’s worse than we’ve ever dreaded.

I’m going to state the obvious. Most people will be very uncomfortable with that last paragraph and might even decide to throw this book into the fireplace because of it. Like Charles Darwin, many of us feel this way about the explicit, damning nature of judgment:


I can indeed hardly see how anyone ought to wish Christianity to be true; for if so the plain language of the text seems to show that the men who do not believe, and this would include my Father, Brother, and almost all my best friends, will be everlastingly punished. And this is a damnable doctrine.[13]



Many of us are quick to embrace the biblical doctrine of heaven but are inclined to damn the biblical doctrine of damnation. It is difficult biblical teachings like judgment that help us discern the degree to which we really do (or do not) stand with Jesus. But Jesus’ invitation to follow him is an all-or-nothing proposition. Add anything to what he taught or subtract anything from what he taught, and we show ourselves to be on the outside of his circle. To damn anything that Jesus said is to damn ourselves.

Oppressing the Victims; Excusing the Oppressors

When we call the Bible’s teaching about judgment into question, we not only put ourselves at risk; we also put all victims of injustice, violence, and oppression at risk. We make the vulnerable people of the world even more vulnerable, and we permit the bullies to continue bullying, by insisting that God is a God only of love, not a God of judgment.

If all people go to heaven, and if there is no ultimate accounting for evil, what are we to say to the Jews about Hitler? What are we to say to the victims of abuse? What are we to say to little girls who have been sold into the sex trade by heartless bullies who care nothing for their personhood? What are we to say to those whose lives have been confined to slavery, poverty, and oppression for no other reason but to serve the economic interests of their oppressors?

It’s not as simple as saying we don’t want a God who judges people. If a judging God were removed from the universe, it would create more problems than it would solve. If a judging God did not exist, then we would be living in a world of Darwinian chaos in which the strong eat the weak and only the powerful survive. For this reason, in any discussion about compassion and judgment we have to listen carefully to those who have fallen victim to injustice.

Martin Luther King Jr. once said that it is impossible to drive out hate with more hate; only love can drive out hate. Famously, Dr. King urged his followers to resist responding to violence and oppression with violence and oppression. Was Dr. King saying that it is wrong to want retribution for those who oppress the disadvantaged and the weak? Of course he wasn’t saying that. But he was urging his followers to leave retribution in God’s hands.

Miroslav Volf, a Croatian who is very familiar with the impact of injustice on victims, believes that Dr. King’s courageous ideal is impossible without an accompanying belief in a God who pledges to hold bullies accountable for their bullying. In his magnificent book Exclusion and Embrace, Volf says that victims’ commitment to forgiveness and nonviolence requires belief in divine vengeance:


“The only means of prohibiting all recourse to violence by ourselves” is to insist that violence is legitimate “only when it comes from God.” . . .

If God were not angry at injustice and deception and did not make the final end to violence God would not be worthy of our worship. . . . Violence thrives, secretly nourished by belief in a God who refuses to wield the sword.

My thesis . . . will be unpopular with many Christians, especially theologians in the West. . . . I suggest imagining that you are delivering a lecture in a war zone. . . . Among your listeners are people whose cities and villages have been first plundered, then burned and leveled to the ground, whose daughters and sisters have been raped, whose fathers and brothers have had their throats slit. . . . The thesis: we should not retaliate since God is perfect noncoercive love. Soon you would discover that it takes the quiet of a suburban home for the birth of the thesis that human nonviolence corresponds to God’s refusal to judge. In a scorched land, soaked in the blood of the innocent, it will invariably die.[14]



Howard Thurman, a predecessor to Dr. King and an African American scholar and minister, gave a lecture at Harvard in 1947 during the pre–civil rights era. In that lecture he shared these words: “Can you imagine a slave saying, ‘I and all my children and grandchildren are consigned to lives of endless brutality and grinding poverty. There’s no judgment day in which any wrongdoing will ever be put right.’?”[15]

Volf and Thurman are saying the same thing: if there is no final judgment, then there is really no hope for a slave, a rape victim, a child who has been abused or bullied, or people who have been slandered or robbed or had their dignity taken from them. If nobody is ultimately called to account for violence and oppression, then the victims will not see justice, ever. They will be left to conclude the same thing that Elie Wiesel concluded after the Holocaust stripped him of his mother, his father, his sister, and his faith: “I was alone, terribly alone in a world without God. . . . Without love or mercy.”[16] If we insist on a universe in which there is no final reckoning for evil, this is what we are left with.

What I’m saying here is that we need a God who gets angry. We need a God who will protect his kids, who will once and for all remove the bullies and the perpetrators of evil from his playground. Those who cannot or will not appreciate this have likely enjoyed a very sheltered life and are therefore naive about the emotional impact of oppression, cruelty, and injustice. To accept that God is a lover but not a judge is a luxury that only the privileged and protected can enjoy.

God’s Response to His Own Judgment: Compassion

What if I told you that the reason Jesus spoke so much about eternal fire and brimstone, weeping and gnashing of teeth, and the everlasting miseries of hell is that he loves us? What if even God agonized over the judging attribute of his character —not because it’s a flawed attribute but because the thought of anyone, even his enemies, bearing the necessary burden of his judgment makes him heartsick? What if I told you that God’s compassion is there and available, not only for the victims but also for the perpetrators? (King David, a murderer and a sex offender, is one of the Bible’s many examples of this.) What if God’s anger toward human ambivalence, injustice, toxicity, and sin is a sign that he actually loves us? Rebecca Pippert says this:


We tend to be taken aback by the thought that God could be angry. . . . We take pride in our tolerance of the excesses of others. So what is God’s problem? . . . But love detests what destroys the beloved. Real love stands against the deception, the lie, the sin that destroys. . . . E. H. Gifford wrote, “. . . the more a father loves his son, the more he hates in him the drunkard, the liar, the traitor.” . . . Anger isn’t the opposite of love. Hate is, and the final form of hate is indifference.[17]



In other words, Jesus is so vocal about wrath and judgment precisely because he loves those he is angry with. Did you know that the Bible says that God takes no pleasure in the death of anyone, even “the wicked”? Did you know that Jesus, having been rejected and persecuted by the people of Jerusalem, did not despise them but instead wept over them because of his view that they were “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd”? Did you know that Jesus, after stopping Saul of Tarsus from arresting and murdering more Christians, forgave Paul and turned him into history’s greatest ambassador for Christianity?[18]

Jesus said so much about hell and judgment for two main reasons that I can surmise.

First, he wants us to remember that God is holy and that even the most lovely, kindhearted people among us will never measure up to that holiness. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”[19] We need mercy if we are going to be spared. The truth about judgment prepares us to receive grace and forgiveness from God, which he freely offers and richly provides. Just as the prophet Isaiah found relief from judgment at the altar of mercy, having his guilt removed and his sin atoned for,[20] so believers in Jesus find relief at his cross. For those who believe in Jesus, the Cross moves their Judgment Day from the future to the past. How? Jesus already died the death that they deserved to die. Jesus already experienced the rejection, abandonment, suffering, and sorrow due to them because of their sin debt. Jesus has already been led into the dark abyss of hell so that believers, resting in his finished work alone, may now ascend to the joys of heaven. In Jesus our worst crimes of thought, word, and deed have already been punished. Through Jesus, God has no anger left for us. “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”[21] Thanks be to God.

The second reason why Jesus said so much about hell and judgment is that he is eager to spare us from both. He is eager to point us to life instead of death, to renewal instead of ruin, to everlasting joy instead of everlasting sorrow. He does this by pointing us to himself as the way of escape. Jesus talks so much about God’s wrath because he never wants us to taste it. He tells us about the anger of God so that in being united with him through faith, we will never have to taste that anger ourselves. As a good parent speaks sharply and loudly to keep a child from running into traffic, the compassionate Jesus speaks sharply and loudly about judgment so we will “flee from the wrath to come”[22] as we flee into his merciful arms.

A Hard but Necessary Subject

Are there times in which it is not only appropriate, but also right and good, for Christians to tell others about the judgment of God? We must conclude that it is not the least compassionate, but the most compassionate Christians who will do so. As Rebecca Pippert says, real love stands against that which destroys the beloved.

So then, why would we not want to discuss the subject of judgment with friends and family who are not in relationship with Jesus? Why would lifelong believers say they have never heard a sermon about hell? Is it because we don’t actually believe there will be a judgment? Is it because we want others to miss out on the safety and joy promised to those who believe? Or is it because we have a streak of codependency in us, fearing the social awkwardness that we would encounter by bringing up an uncomfortable subject?

The more threatening the cancer, the more aggressive a faithful doctor will be to get it removed. The more deadly the addiction, the more aggressive a loving family will be in confronting it. The more likely a child is to drink poison, the more aggressive a loving parent will be in screaming, “Stop!” The more distanced a friend is from God, the more direct a loving Christian will be in conversations about eternal realities.

This excerpt from Penn Jillette, an atheist illusionist and comedian, quoted in The Atlantic, says as much:


I don’t respect people who don’t proselytize. I don’t respect that at all. If you believe that there’s a heaven and hell and people could be going to hell or not getting eternal life or whatever, and you think that it’s not really worth telling them this because it would make it socially awkward. . . . How much do you have to hate somebody to believe that everlasting life is possible and not tell them that?[23]



How much do you have to hate somebody . . . ? Wow.

Like it or not, according to Jesus, heaven is for real . . . and so is its antithesis, hell.

The hard news is that if we really believe in a loving God, we are going to have to come to terms with this truth. If we believe in God, we are going to have to talk to the people in our lives about judgment —not in an impersonal, harsh way, but in the context of genuine friendship, with humility, thoughtfulness, love . . . and, when called for, tears.

The good news is that anyone who fears God will never have any reason to be afraid of God.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Did it surprise you to hear that Jesus said more about hell and judgment than he did about love or heaven, or that God’s words of doom and judgment were “as sweet as honey” to the prophet Ezekiel? Why or why not?

	In your view, does the impact of praise and criticism say something about how God created the moral universe? What does our craving for praise on the one hand and our resistance to criticism on the other tell us about how we have been created?

	How did the story of Madonna’s fear of mediocrity impact you? Can you relate to her story? If so, how do you relate? Also, in what ways can belief in Jesus resolve this fear?

	Sauls writes, “To damn anything that Jesus said is to damn ourselves” and “When we call the Bible’s teaching about judgment into question . . . we also put all victims of injustice, violence, and oppression at risk.” What is your response to these statements?

	Do you believe that the biblical fear of God and being afraid of God are mutually exclusive? Why or why not?
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Chapter Nine: HYPOCRITE OR WORK IN PROGRESS?


Can we only speak when we are fully living what we are saying? If all our words had to cover all our actions, we would be doomed to permanent silence! Sometimes we are called to proclaim God’s love even when we are not yet fully able to live it. Does that mean we are hypocrites? Only when our own words no longer call us to conversion. Nobody completely lives up to his or her own ideals and visions. But by proclaiming our ideals and visions with great conviction and great humility, we may gradually grow into the truth we speak. As long as we know that our lives always speak louder than our words, we can trust that our words will remain humble.

 —HENRI NOUWEN




“I LIKE YOUR CHRIST, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”

These famous words attributed to Mahatma Gandhi summarize one of his chief reasons for choosing Hinduism over Christianity —for “taking sides” against Christianity while remaining favorably disposed to Jesus. As Gandhi saw it, Christianity was not a viable religion because it failed to impact the lives of its adherents in any meaningful way. In comparing Christianity to Hinduism, he said the following:


The pious lives of Christians did not give me anything that the lives of men of other faiths had failed to give. I had seen in other lives just the same reformation that I had heard of among Christians. Philosophically there was nothing extraordinary in Christian principles. From the point of view of sacrifice, it seemed to me that the Hindus greatly surpassed the Christians. It was impossible for me to regard Christianity as a perfect religion or the greatest of all religions.[1]



These are perplexing words for Christians to hear. For most of us, it is the “extraordinariness of Christian principles” —God moving toward us in love because Jesus sacrificed for us, not because we sacrificed for him —that makes Christian truth so appealing, so relieving, and so unique. Gandhi’s words against Christianity are equally perplexing when we consider how as a Hindu, Gandhi embodied the humanitarian ethic of Jesus Christ in an exceptional fashion.

An adviser to kings and nobility and having kept the company of countless celebrities, Gandhi defined himself first and foremost as a friend of the lower class. Those who were labeled by the Hindu caste system as “untouchables” were given a new name by Gandhi: “The Children of God.” When asked why he rode the third-class train car with peasants and farm animals, he said it was because there was no fourth-class car. Rather than avoiding the contagion of leprosy, he personally cared for patients by bandaging and bathing them. He would not throw away a pencil until he had used it all the way down to the nub, out of respect for the person who made the pencil. When asked how far he would go to love his enemies, Gandhi replied that if an atom bomb were dropped on India, he hoped that he would look up, watch without fear, and pray for the pilot.[2]

According to Gandhi, his way of life was inspired first and foremost by the life and teachings of Jesus.[3] Yet Gandhi never seriously considered becoming a Christian.

Not because of Christ, but because of Christians.

As Gandhi observed Christians in Europe, he saw racism and self-righteousness instead of love. Once he was asked to leave a church service because he was not white, and he was routinely denied rooms and tables at Christian-owned hotels and restaurants because he was a Hindu. Gandhi saw very little of Christ in the lives of Christians.[4]

Unfortunately, Gandhi was not alone in his displeasure with the people of Jesus. Novelist Walker Percy expresses the same complaints through one of his characters in The Second Coming:


I am surrounded by Christians. They are generally speaking a pleasant and agreeable lot, not noticeably different from other people —even though they . . . have killed off more people in recent centuries than all other people put together. Yet I cannot be sure they don’t have the truth. But if they have the truth, why is it the case that they are repellent precisely to the degree that they embrace and advertise that truth? One might even become a Christian if there were few if any Christians around.[5]



Ouch.

This is not exactly the city on a hill Jesus envisioned Christians would be, shining as a light that all might see and glorify their Father in heaven. What are we to make of this?

I wish a case could be made that Christianity and hypocrisy are mutually exclusive, that they don’t go together. But history and even the Bible tell us that they often do. The Bible itself says that we all fall short, we all do things that our inmost selves don’t want to do, and even our best deeds are as filthy rags in comparison to the goodness of God.[6]

The people of Jesus are woefully unable to represent Christ as Christ represents himself. In the midst of this tension, could there be a type of “Christian hypocrite” that is less off-putting and more winsome, less offensive and more inviting, less irritating and more endearing? Is there a more “perfect imperfection” we could pursue —one about which Gandhi, if he were still with us today, might say, “I like your Christ, and I also like your Christians”?

I believe that the Bible and history both show that there is.

Christians Are Hypocrites —It’s True!

When I became a Christian in my early twenties, I was an enthusiastic new convert. Jesus had brought a sense of meaning and purpose into my life. I suddenly had a new status: forgiven sinner, child of God, heir of the universe with a hope and a future. In addition to receiving these gifts, I began to feel that my life mattered, that I could make a difference, more than I ever had before. I also had unparalleled amounts of optimism about the kind of person I would become over time: less selfish and more loving, less greedy and more generous, less covetous and more content, less lazy and more disciplined, less impulsive and more responsible, less abrasive and more kind. I was confident that the Spirit’s fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control[7] would become such a part of me that eventually it would be difficult for people to tell the difference between Jesus and me.

Seriously?

What was I thinking?

I Am a Hypocrite

Since that time, I have grown in many ways. I am more patient and compassionate than I once was. I am also more resilient, better able to receive difficult news and go through difficult things with hope. I love money less than I used to. Most of the time, I love people more than I used to. I have more courage and a greater willingness to take risks and confront things like pride and legalism and injustice when I see them. These are all encouraging signs that God has been at work in me over the years.

Yet I struggle to fully believe and be what I deeply know I should believe and be. There are also areas in which I have not progressed much. In some ways, I think it is fair to say I am worse than I was before I became a Christian. At least, it often feels that way.

Early in my ministry I became so discouraged about my own lack of contentment, anxiety about the future, fixation on people’s approval, and tendency to compare the “success” of my ministry to the ministry of others that I felt like quitting my ministry work altogether. I had not become tired of ministry. I had not become tired of God or of people. I had become tired of myself. I thought, If I still have more in common with my “old self” than I do with Jesus, do I really belong in ministry? If after many years as a Christian I still struggle with some of these things, am I going to be more of a hindrance to the cause of Jesus than I am a help to the cause of Jesus? Should someone like me be a pastor?

Then I heard Steve Brown of Key Life ministries give a talk about pastors and preaching. I don’t remember anything that Steve said except for one statement, which I have held onto ever since. Steve, a seasoned minister, said that if pastors were allowed to preach only about the things that they were perfectly able to believe and practice, then they would not have anything to preach about.

The Bible Is Full of Hypocrites

It’s not just modern people who struggle to live consistently with what they believe. The Bible reveals again and again the timeless tension of humanity grappling with hypocrisy.

Moses, the prophet of Israel, doubted God and resisted God’s call on his life. Abraham and Isaac, two of the three great patriarchs of Israel, both put their wives in harm’s way in order to protect themselves. Jacob, the third great patriarch, was a liar. Joseph, who would later save Israel from ruin, arrogantly taunted his brothers. David, the man after God’s own heart and author of most of the Psalms, committed adultery and murder. Solomon, the son of David and the wisest king of his time, was a womanizer. Rahab, a hero of the faith who protected and hid the Israelite spies, was a prostitute. Many of the great kings such as Asa and Hezekiah, who “did right in the eyes of the LORD,”[8] flirted with idolatry and finished poorly.

That’s just the Old Testament.

In the New Testament, we also see plenty of hypocrisy. Thomas initially refused to believe that Jesus rose from the dead. Paul admitted to “all kinds of covetousness.”[9] Peter had an abrasive personality. Peter and Barnabas fell into old patterns of elitism and exclusion, retreating relationally from their Gentile brothers and sisters. The Corinthian church, affectionately referred to by Paul as “saints” and daughters and sons of the Father, also bore some rotten fruit. They judged one another, created major divisions over minor doctrines, committed adultery, filed lawsuits against one another, had more divorces than healthy marriages, paraded their “Christian liberty” before those with a sensitive conscience, and slighted the poor, disadvantaged, and disabled in their midst.

Yikes.

I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians.

As strange as it may sound, it is the hypocrisy of Christians in the Bible that sometimes encourages me more than anything else. It reminds me that God’s relentless grip on me, not my relentless grip on God, keeps me in his love. It reminds me that if there is hope for prostitutes and crooks and adulterers and racists and elitists and murderers and terrible husbands and coveters, then there is hope for somebody like me.

Another thing I appreciate about Christianity is that it gives me freedom to be honest about my sins, shortcomings, and inconsistencies. Because I have been forgiven for all my past, present, and future failures through the death and resurrection of Jesus, being found lacking is no longer a real threat, only a perceived one. The more I recognize that because of Jesus I will never have to face God’s judgment, the more I can allow my hypocrisy to be brought into the light by God and others. I can also invite God and others to help me forsake my hypocrisy and grow into the person God has created me to be.

I wish that Mahatma Gandhi had seen that Christianity, in its purest and most biblical definition, is a religion that gives peace and hope and purpose to the hypocrite in all of us.

It’s about Jesus

There are so many more things to affirm about Gandhi than there are things to critique. He was an exemplary and sacrificial man, a world leader for justice and peace. He never lost sight of his mission to reclaim dignity and honor for “the least of these.” Gandhi behaved in more Christlike ways than many Christians ever have or will . . . including me.

But as I think about Gandhi’s reasons for rejecting Christianity, I find myself asking if it is consistent to walk away from Christianity, to reject the full gospel of Christ, because of Christian hypocrisy. If Christ is the center of Christianity, then why would a person reject Christ’s full message because of something more peripheral than Christ himself —namely, the inconsistency of some of his followers?

It is perfectly legitimate to have reservations about any belief system that fails to produce meaningful transformation in the lives of its followers. If I am honest, I have to admit that there are things about my own life that are not so compelling. But should my or other Christians’ hypocrisy be the main reason, or any reason at all, for not following Christ? Shouldn’t we evaluate Jesus on his own merits rather than the flaws of his followers?

Is Jesus who he said he was? Did he really create the universe? Did he give up his life freely and voluntarily so that anyone who trusts in him can be forgiven and become a child of God? Did he rise from the dead and ascend into heaven and sit down at the right hand of God the Father Almighty? Did he treat sick people and poor people and people with regrets and moral failures with the same amount of dignity and honor that he showed to kings and queens? Is his grace greater than any sin or failure? Is he God? Is he the Savior of the universe? Is he coming again to judge the living and the dead? Is he going to make all things new? Is he who he said he was? Is it true that he is the Way, the Truth, and the Life and that no one comes to God except through him?

These are bigger questions than whether or not Christians are hypocrites. Don’t get me wrong. The hypocrite question is an important question. But is it the main question?

The Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy was what many, including Tolstoy himself, would regard as a hypocritical Christian. Christian truth is an undercurrent in most of Tolstoy’s acclaimed writings, but by his own admission he failed on many counts to practice the things he said he believed. To those who were prone to criticize Christianity because of Tolstoy’s failures, he made this plea in a letter:


“You preach very well, but do you carry out what you preach?” This is the most natural of questions and one that is always asked of me; it is usually asked victoriously, as though it were a way of stopping my mouth. . . . And I answer that I do not preach, that I am not able to preach, although I passionately wish to. I can preach only through my actions, and my actions are vile. . . . And I answer that I am guilty, and vile, and worthy of contempt for my failure to carry them out. . . . I have failed to fulfill [Christian precepts] not because I did not wish to, but because I was unable to. Teach me how to escape from the net of temptations that surrounds me. . . . Attack me rather than the path I follow and which I point out to anyone who asks me where I think it lies. If I know the way home and am walking along it drunkenly, is it any less the right way because I am staggering from side to side! If it is not the right way, then show me another way.[10]



Now that we have acknowledged the “embarrassing relative” part, did you know that Jesus also has some lovely relatives?

Imperfect Reflections

Even though all fall short, there is still a lot of truth, beauty, and goodness that come into the world through the people of Jesus. None reflect Christ perfectly, but many reflect him still.

King David, for example, fell into deep hypocrisy when he slept with another man’s wife and then arranged for the man to be killed in battle. But there is more to the David story. When Nathan the prophet came and confronted David for these things, David was cut to the heart and openly confessed and humbly accepted the consequences for the wrongs he had done, taking full responsibility for his actions. Before and after his season of backsliding and shame, David was loyal, faithful, courageous, humble, broken, and benevolent . . . and he gave us most of the Psalms.

There are many other Christians like David who, though inconsistent and hypocritical in certain areas and seasons of their lives, have brought unparalleled goodness and beauty into the world in response to the grace and love of Christ.

In one of his op-ed columns in the New York Times, journalist Nicholas Kristof makes the following observation about evangelical Christians:


Some [self-appointed evangelical leaders] seem homophobic, and many who claim to be “pro-life” seem little concerned with human life post-uterus. Those are the preachers who won headlines and disdain. But in reporting on poverty, disease and oppression, I’ve seen so many others. Evangelicals are disproportionately likely to donate 10 percent of their incomes to charities. . . . More important, go to the front lines, at home or abroad, in the battles against hunger, malaria, prison rape, obstetric fistula, human trafficking or genocide, and some of the bravest people you meet are evangelical Christians . . . who truly live their faith. I’m not particularly religious myself, but I stand in awe of those I’ve seen risking their lives in this way —and it sickens me to see that faith mocked at New York cocktail parties.[11]



In spite of the inconsistencies of people like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Peter, Paul, and Tolstoy, no other religion, philosophy, or person has inspired self-donating love and sacrificial service more than a vital, living faith in Jesus Christ and the power of his death and resurrection. It is through imperfect Christians that scores of life-giving contributions have left the world better, not worse —and about which even Gandhi might be inspired.

Numerous Christians, moved by the order and magnificence of the Creator’s creation, have made game-changing contributions to the world of science and mathematics. Francis Collins (the genome project), Blaise Pascal (statistics), Copernicus (the heliocentric theory), and Isaac Newton (calculus), to name just a few, pursued scientific inquiry not in spite of their faith but because of it.

Other Christians, moved by Jesus’ mission to heal and restore, have been responsible for significant progress in the world of health care. Have you ever noticed how many hospital titles begin with the word “Saint” because they were founded and funded by followers of Jesus? Did you know that Dr. C. Everett Koop, a devoted Christian and surgeon general of the United States when the AIDS epidemic first broke in the gay community, was the world’s foremost leader in fighting this horrible disease?

Others, moved by the beauty and creativity of God, have produced groundbreaking works of art. World-class painters such as Rembrandt, world-class musicians such as Beethoven and Haydn and Johnny Cash and Bono, and world-class writers such as Dostoevsky and T. S. Eliot, to name a few, credit their creative genius to Jesus.

There are many other examples.

Christians are, by and large, significantly different from many of the negative caricatures sometimes portrayed in media, comedy, and film. Most of us, when we act out of sync with the life, teachings, and mission of Jesus, are actually not proud of it but grieved by it. Like Tolstoy, most of us want to be better than we are and don’t want to live as hypocrites. Most of us are our own worst critics. It’s true. Though we are at times offensive and insensitive, and Jesus could easily sue us for defamation of character if he wanted to, most of us want our lives to be a demonstration of who Jesus is and what Jesus is like. We have seasons and spurts in which Jesus is pleased to show the world who he is and what he is like, not in spite of us, but through us. This is why, as a Christian, I appreciate when non-Christians like Nicholas Kristof of the New York Times are willing to speak not only of the unsavory things but also of the good and beautiful things that Jesus is doing through his people. The creator and host of This American Life, Ira Glass, is another non-Christian whose balanced, kindhearted perspective I appreciate:


What Christians really are is not being captured by the press. . . . I feel that Christians are really horribly covered by the media. . . . And there came a point early on in the show that I just noticed that the way that Christians are portrayed in movies and on television is almost always as these crazy people. . . . Where as the Christians in my life were all incredibly wonderful and thoughtful and had very ambiguous, complicated feelings in their beliefs. And seemed to be totally generous-hearted —totally opened to a lot of different kinds of people in their lives.[12]



The Authentic Hypocrite

I am eager for my non-Christian friends to see that even for hypocrites, there is a hope and beauty that comes through Christ. I am eager for my non-Christian friends to see that yes, we Christians sometimes live inconsistently with what we believe . . . and we will continue to do so (albeit, inadvertently) until we die or until Jesus returns and makes everything, including us, new again. I am also eager for my fellow Christians to feel okay about owning this fact and to admit our failures publicly and winsomely and often. It’s time we learned from G. K. Chesterton: “What’s wrong with the world? I am.”

I dream of a day, hopefully soon, when Gandhi sympathizers will begin saying, “I like your Christ and I like your Christians,” not because we Christians have ceased to be hypocrites, but because we have become increasingly endearing in and honest and sad about our hypocrisy. There is something incredibly attractive and inviting about people who stop pointing fingers and posing and pretending to be totally good and totally right, and instead start taking themselves less seriously and openly and freely admit that they are not yet what they should be. I am eager for the Christian story to put a spotlight on the same thing that the biblical story does —that Jesus is quite fond of humbled hypocrites, and he loves to save humbled hypocrites from themselves.

But there is more.

Tolstoy was partly right and partly wrong. He was right in saying that it’s the integrity of the path he follows, not the way in which he drunkenly stumbles along it, that deserves the fullest consideration. But Tolstoy was wrong in saying that he is unable to find an escape from the temptations that surround him. This is why Paul wrote these words to a church filled with hypocrites:


No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry. . . . Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. . . . Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.[13]



A Way of Escape for Those Who Are Tired of Their Own Hypocrisy

Though we are all hypocrites, through Christ and with Christ and because of Christ we are never hopelessly and terminally stuck in our hypocrisy. A central focus of the vision of Jesus is to save us from sin —and in the process, to save us from ourselves.

But in saving us from ourselves, Jesus also aims to transform us, over time, into his own likeness.

I love how Anne Lamott said that it’s okay to realize you’re very “crazy and very damaged,” because all of the best people are.[14] I love this because it is in seeing and owning that we are crazy and damaged, it is in crying “uncle” to our failed self-reformation projects, it is in recognizing that we are most certainly “so unlike our Christ” —that Christ begins to change us. It is when we become tired of ourselves, weary of our own failed efforts, that Jesus meets us with hope.

But how does he meet us? How are we actually changed? How does Jesus transform our selfishness into servanthood, our greed into generosity, our dishonesty into truthfulness, our ugliness into beauty, our hypocrisy into holiness?

Furthermore, how does the loveliness of Jesus become recognizable in us? How do family and friends and neighbors and colleagues become more intrigued by Jesus —in spite of the hypocrisy they see in us —because of an irresistible truth, beauty, and love resembling Jesus that they see growing in us as well? How does the Tolstoy in all of us get unstuck and find a way to “escape from the net of temptations that surrounds” us and move toward being the city on a hill, the light in dark places, and the salt of the earth that Jesus envisioned? How do we Christians, even with our inconsistencies and shortcomings, become the kind of people who make others want to know more about Jesus?

The Bible helps us see how: it is the loveliness of Jesus, and only the loveliness of Jesus, that can make hypocrites lovely.

To grumpy and elitist Christian hypocrites in Galatia, Paul writes:


The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. . . . Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.[15]



To immoral and divisive Christian hypocrites in Corinth, Paul writes:


Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.[16]



Noting the transformation that had occurred in Peter and John, Luke the Evangelist writes:


When [the rulers, scribes, and religious leaders] saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that they had been with Jesus.[17]



How do hypocrites become like Jesus? It starts by belonging to Jesus, by being washed, sanctified, and justified by Jesus, and especially by being with Jesus.

One of my favorite moments in ministry occurred during a Saturday-evening wedding reception. The best man, also the brother of the groom, stood up to give his toast. Spoons rattled against the water glasses, eyes turned toward the front, and he said to his brother, in front of everyone,


It’s no secret to anyone here that I have never liked you. All of our lives we have fought and argued and have been like oil and water. We are still very different in many ways. But I have grown to love the person you have become since the day you met her. The more you are with her, the more I am drawn to you. The more you are with her, the more I want to be around you. The more you are with her, the more I see in you the best version of yourself.



There was an awkwardness as well as a sweetness to this toast. But its sweetness is what has made the most indelible impression on me ever since, because it is such a profound picture of how Jesus changes his people. Just as being with his bride brought out the very best in the groom, being with Jesus brings out the best in us. And the more we are with him, the more everyone around us, including “estranged brothers,” starts to feel the impact of transformation.

It is in belonging to Jesus, it is in being washed, sanctified, and justified by Jesus, it is in being with Jesus that hypocrites start to become like Jesus. Bullies become kind, elitists become approachable, adulterers become pure, takers become givers, narcissists become servants, haters become lovers, adversaries become advocates, sinners become saintly, and hypocrites become winsome even as they continue to wrestle with their own shortcomings.

Humbled by our own hypocrisy and drawn to how the loveliness of Jesus can transform us, we must preoccupy ourselves less with trying to be like him and more with simply being with him . . . because the closer we are to Jesus, the more we yield and surrender to the light he has already put in us by his Spirit and the further we will be from selfishness and sin. The more we sit at his feet, consider his loveliness, take in his truth, breathe in his air, live in community with his people, celebrate his sacraments, and follow him in his mission, the more his aroma will be discernible in us.

As was the case for the groom, so it is the case with us. Loveliness, or holiness, or the fruit of the Spirit, or whatever we are going to call it, will not grow in us when we seek it directly. It is not fruit we should be seeking; it is Jesus. Loveliness and holiness and fruit will not grow when we try to make them grow. Rather, these will grow as by-products of being in the presence of, considering the excellencies of, and marinating in the truth and beauty of the one who loves us and gave himself for us and in whom there is never a shred of hypocrisy.

So the next time we hear somebody say, “I like your Christ, but I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ,” let’s start by owning it. We are not yet what we are meant to be. We are incomplete works in progress.

But by the grace of God, let’s continue to make progress. Let’s aspire, as Paul called the Corinthians to aspire, to follow his example as he followed the example of Christ[18] —with full recognition that the only way to follow his example, the only way to walk away from our hypocrisy and toward Jesus, is to see and savor the fact that Jesus has already run toward us.

And as we do this, perhaps those around us will look at us and say, “I have grown to love the person you have become since the day you met him.”


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	How does the fact that some of the greatest biblical “saints” had severe hypocrisy in their lives make you feel about Christianity? About your own life in relationship to God and others?

	Sauls writes, “If there is hope for prostitutes and crooks and adulterers and racists and elitists and murderers and terrible husbands and coveters [in the Bible], then there is hope for somebody like me.” What is your initial response to this statement?

	Do you believe it is intellectually honest to reject Christianity because of the inconsistency of Jesus’ followers? Or do you believe that this is a way that some people dodge the discomfort of dealing with Jesus and his claims on their own merits? How should Christians enter this discussion with those who have misgivings about Christianity?

	Sauls writes that even despite Christians’ many inconsistencies, their “scores of life-giving contributions have left the world better, not worse.” Can you think of some ways that this is true?

	Do you believe, like Anne Lamott, that some of the best people are also “crazy and very damaged”? What do you think Jesus would say about a comment like this?
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Chapter Ten: CHASTITY OR SEXUAL FREEDOM?


What if the church were full of people who were loving and safe, willing to walk alongside people who struggle? What if there were people in the church who kept confidences, who took the time to be Jesus to those who struggle with homosexuality? What if the church were what God intended it to be?

 —AN ANONYMOUS, SAME-SEX-ATTRACTED CHRISTIAN




ONE SUNDAY AFTER A CHURCH SERVICE, a young woman introduced herself to me as a first-time visitor. After the usual “Nice to meet you; how did you hear about our church?” conversation, the woman wanted to know if she could ask me a direct question. “Of course,” I said. “Fire away.”

Before getting to her question, she offered a short speech. She said that she was single, sexually active, and frustrated with Christians who, according to her, were culturally regressive on the subject of sex. “We don’t live in Leave It to Beaver land anymore,” she continued. “I have gay and straight friends, including many who are not married, who like to have sex, and who feel fine about it. In today’s society, my friends and I are not alone. If churches want to stay relevant, if they want to reach the modern person, churches will need to catch up with the world on the subject of sex.”

She never asked her question.

Not too many weeks following this encounter, the New York Times came out with a piece about the hookup culture at Harvard University called “Students of Virginity.” In the article, a student who values sexual experimentation and having sexual encounters with multiple partners summarizes her viewpoint:


For me, being a strong woman means not being ashamed that I like to have sex. . . . To say that I have to care about every person I have sex with is an unreasonable expectation. It feels good! It feels good![1]



These are just two examples that indicate how the tide has shifted in Western culture on the subject of sexuality. Whether it is Saturday Night Live teasing Jimmy Carter for confessing that he lusts sometimes; Woody Allen flippantly saying, “The heart wants what the heart wants” when pressed about his affair with his teenage stepdaughter; or sex-advice columnist Dan Savage advocating for open marriages because he thinks it’s unreasonable to expect people to be monogamous,[2] all indications are that, indeed, we are not in Leave It to Beaver land.

Historic Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and many other major world religions have always believed that God gave us sex for two reasons. First, sex is for procreation. The only way for new life to be formed is through the uniting of sperm and egg. Second, sex is a way for men and women, specifically husbands and wives, to give and receive pleasure through the uniting of two bodies into one. The one-flesh union renews and solidifies marriage vows. It serves as a reminder that husbands and wives are no longer independent but belong to each other, body and soul. The union of two naked bodies affirms every other form of nakedness —personal, emotional, and spiritual.

Yet negative reactions to the biblical vision for sex abound in modern Western society. The blogosphere and general public conversation reflect a variety of opinions on the subject of marriage and sexuality. Even within communities of faith, intramural debates and divisions abound over this single, heated issue. Is the “sex is only for marriage between one man and one woman” view too limiting? Worse, is it insensitive, unloving, and oppressive because of how it prohibits consenting adults who love one another —single, gay, straight, monogamous, and polygamous —from enjoying the same freedoms that husbands and wives do?

The church visitor’s Leave It to Beaver comment made me wonder if she was familiar at all with the biblical vision for sex. Neither the modern hookup nor the Leave It to Beaver culture reflects a biblical view of sexuality. Instead, the Bible puts forward a vision for sexuality that is both chaste and free.

God Is in Favor of Chastity

Modern people often agree that as long as there are two (or more) willing parties, there really shouldn’t be an issue when it comes to a more open or “adventurous” approach to sexuality. So why does God make such a big deal about sex? Why would he spoil the pleasures of variety and experimentation by limiting sex to marriage between just one man and one woman? When there is mutual consent, nobody gets hurt. It feels good! It feels good!

A warm fire also feels good, until we stop recognizing that it can hurt us. Like fire, sex can be incredibly life giving, comforting, and healing when handled with care. It is among the most delightful of all human activities. It is also among the most dangerous. Like fire, when sex is taken outside its natural and created boundaries, it becomes destructive, leaving burn marks and scars. That’s why God is in favor of chastity, or sexual abstinence, for those living outside the covenant of marriage.[3]

Consider the current impact of pornography. According to Frank Rich of the New York Times, in 2001 Americans spent between $10 billion and $14 billion each year on pornography. Current statistics indicate that US spending on pornography is still hovering around $14 billion. Additionally, a staggering $97 billion per year is spent on pornography worldwide, which means that the annual revenue for porn exceeds the revenues of the world’s top technology companies combined: Microsoft, Google, Amazon, eBay, Yahoo!, Apple, Netflix, and Earthlink.[4] Frank Rich also contends that pornography as an industry has outgrown all major league sports and possibly even the Hollywood film industry. Porn is “no longer a sideshow to the mainstream,” he says. “It is the mainstream.”[5] The psychological and physiological impact has been devastating.

In a featured article in New York Magazine, Naomi Wolf observes:


Pornography works in the most basic of ways on the brain. . . . If you associate orgasm with your wife, a kiss, a scent, a body, that is what, over time, will turn you on; if you open your focus to an endless stream of ever-more-transgressive images of cybersex slaves, that is what it will take to turn you on. The ubiquity of sexual images does not free eros but dilutes it.[6]



Gary Brooks says the following about “soft-core” pornography:


Softcore pornography has a very negative effect. . . . Its voyeurism . . . teaches men to view women as objects rather than to be in relationships with women as human beings. . . . Pornography gives men the false impression that sex and pleasure are entirely divorced from relationships. . . . Pornography is inherently self-centered —something a man does by himself, for himself —by using other women as the means to pleasure, as yet another product to consume.[7]



Consumers of pornography are not the only ones affected. The objectification of both men and women has transformed the way many people measure their own attractiveness. For example, nowadays it is common for a beautiful woman to have no concept of her beauty. She feels pressure to measure up to the airbrushed images she sees in magazines. She exhausts herself by undereating and overexercising, paralyzed by shame because she cannot fit into a size two. How will she ever compete with the hard-core porn goddesses on pay-per-view and the Internet, or the soft-core porn goddesses on network television and in the Victoria’s Secret catalogs? I will never forget hearing the actress Kirstie Alley comment on pictures of herself, saying that she saw herself as “hideous” and “disgusting,” contending that being overweight makes “you loathe yourself.”[8] This is tragic, and a deception of the highest order.

What we need is a culture of true progressives who affirm the dignity and beauty of all women, not just the skinny and sexy few. We would be wise to stop deifying the Victoria’s Secret and GQ bodies and rethink the meaning of “sexy.” Biblically, the most interesting and attractive women and men are those whose hearts are at rest because they know that God loves them. Their beauty is from inside and is not fixated on cosmetic perfection but on substantive character, driven by a reciprocal love for God that also frees them to love their neighbor.

A strong case can be made that casual sex and objectification —self-centered lust for people in general versus self-giving love for one person in particular —are chief contributors to unparalleled divorce rates, sexually transmitted diseases, unplanned pregnancies, body-image depression, teen suicides, terminations of life in the womb, and little girls being trafficked and sold into prostitution. Our culture of casual sex has led to outcomes that are anything but casual. Until we learn to see people as people instead of things, as image bearers to be loved instead of objects to be used, sexuality will only become more confused and broken.

God Is in Favor of Sexual Freedom

God puts protective boundaries around sexuality just as good parents give their children protective boundaries. Our heavenly Father does not want us to hurt ourselves. However, it is unhelpful to become reactionaries and swing the pendulum to Ward and June Cleaver of Leave It to Beaver, who slept in separate beds, more like college roommates than husband and wife.

Some people are surprised when they find out that the Bible promotes and even commands sexual pleasure. God is in favor of sexual freedom —within the bounds of marriage, as we saw earlier. In the earliest chapters of Genesis we see God creating sex and commanding Adam and Eve to fully enjoy each other’s naked bodies: “A man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed.”[9] The theme is continued in Proverbs, where husbands are told, “Drink water from your own cistern. . . . Rejoice in the wife of your youth. . . . Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight; be intoxicated always in her love.”[10] Song of Solomon consists of eight erotic chapters in which a husband and wife sing and recite poetry about each other’s naked bodies while playfully scheming about how they are going to ravish each other. God, who inspired the writing of Song of Solomon, smiles from heaven at this. Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, invites and even commands spouses to freely give their bodies to each other and to do so often.[11] What kind of God would command such a thing? Yet this is precisely what the biblical God does. Anyone who thinks the Bible is stuffy about sex either hasn’t read the Bible or hasn’t been paying attention to what it says.

People who understand the Bible’s vision for sex also understand that the physical union of a man and a woman is more a sign than it is a destination. It is not an end in itself. Sex is symbolic as much as it is real. It represents a holistic approach to nakedness, full and reciprocal transparency in which man and woman are fully exposed yet not rejected, fully known yet completely embraced.

Sex also signifies our nakedness before God. Having been united with Christ, believers live in the awareness that God knows everything about us —warts and scars and all —and still loves us. God knows our secrets, the skeletons we hide in the closet, the things we are most ashamed of. He is fully aware of our worst qualities, yet tenderly says to us, “I will betroth you to me forever”[12] and, “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you.”[13] Through Christ, God carries us back to Eden, where we are naked without shame, where we are received and cherished as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband on her wedding day. Sex between a husband and wife points to this ultimate union: the union between Christ and his bride, the church. It also points to the wedding feast promised to believers in the new heaven and new earth as well as the “happily ever after” we will enjoy with Jesus the Bridegroom.[14]

Homosexuality —Yes, No, or Maybe?

In recent years in the West, there has been a growing movement supporting monogamous, committed same-sex relationships. Even within Christianity, some wish to revisit the long-held Christian (as well as Jewish, Muslim, and Hindu) belief that marriage and sex are for one man and one woman only. Is it fair to say that only heterosexual couples can enjoy God’s gift of sexual intimacy and lifelong partnership? Have we been reading the Bible wrongly on this issue for all these years? People used to think that the Bible was pro-slavery and oppressive to women. But now, after more careful study of the Bible on these matters, we know that the opposite is true. Is homosexuality a similar issue? Is it time for a reformation? Self-identified “gay-affirming evangelicals” such as Jay Bakker, Justin Lee, Rachel Held Evans, and Matthew Vines are suggesting in their books, blogs, and Twitter posts that it is. Many are listening, and many are convinced.

There are also those who, based on a careful reading of the entire Bible, remain opposed to eroticizing same-sex relationships inside the church.

I recently told a gay Christian friend that, sadly, I was not able to affirm his romantic involvement with the man he calls “the love of his life.” This was incredibly painful to do, but when a friend asks a direct question, one must answer it truthfully. I spoke from a place of grief and sadness because I want my friend to enjoy deep companionship and intimacy.

Thankfully, my friend was kind enough to listen to my reasoning as both of us held back tears. I think he is still processing what I said to him, which was this:

To affirm his union with the love of his life would mean I’d have to deny the love of mine.

The German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, martyred by the Hitler regime, said that “when Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”[15] Christ, the love of my life, bids me come and die. He bids me to have and to hold him for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, in joy and in sorrow, forsaking all others, for as long as I live and into eternity.

Jesus says that anyone “who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.”[16] I am irresistibly drawn to him. I must be his disciple. So I must renounce all that contradicts him and that contradicts things that he has clearly said. But it’s hard. Sometimes it puts me in a position that grieves me.

I grieve because I want my friend to be able to share life and be romantically involved with another person. I do not want him to be lonely or alone. Yet as a Christian I am bound to yield my personal feelings and wishes to the sacred words of Jesus, who affirmed that in the beginning, God made them male and female, and the man was united to the woman, and the two became one flesh.[17]

As the biblical proverb says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.”[18] In both the Old and New Testaments, all the direct references to homosexuality echo this proverb with a tone of sober warning, with no affirmations to counter them.[19]

The issue of slavery, often cited as an apples-to-apples comparison to homosexuality, is actually an apples-to-oranges comparison. The Bible itself was a chief reason for the abolition of slavery. Texts such as Galatians 3:28 and Paul’s letter to Philemon (a first-century slave owner) put a spotlight on centuries of flawed, self-serving biblical interpretation. Here, Paul insists that as a Christian, Philemon must begin treating his servant, Onesimus, with the highest esteem —no longer as a slave but as a brother and an equal.[20] According to Bible scholar F. F. Bruce, Paul’s New Testament letters “bring us into an atmosphere in which the institution [of slavery] could only wilt and die.”[21] History has proven Bruce correct, with abolitionists and civil rights leaders such as William Wilberforce, Abraham Lincoln, and Martin Luther King Jr. opposing racism and slavery not in spite of their belief in the Bible but because of it.

Though there is still progress to be made, similar gains have occurred on the matter of women’s equality. Based on Jesus’ treatment of women and the many passages in both the Old and New Testaments that elevate the dignity of women, one simply cannot make a biblical case for women being inferior to men.

Injustices such as slavery and the oppression of women have been fought against in most developed nations, largely due to a strong scriptural counter-voice that puts flawed interpretations to rest. Yet no such counter-voice can be found in the Bible that suggests a favorable view of homosexuality. For people like me who have same-sex-attracted friends, and especially for my same-sex-attracted friends themselves, this can create layers of difficulty and grief and loss and sadness. And yet the God of all comfort promises to meet us and abide with us precisely in those places. He does not invite us to censor what he has said. But he does invite us to find rest in the good that we cannot see.

This is not easy.

Some may say to a same-sex-attracted person, “Aren’t we all challenged by scriptural truths that confront our deepest desires? What makes same-sex attraction such a unique struggle? Why can’t you just accept this as your cross to bear, your unique calling from God, to remain single and celibate?” Asking this sort of question in this sort of way fails to appreciate the depth of a same-sex-attracted Christian’s struggle. When I was a single man and had no romantic options and wanted so much to be united to a woman, surrendering to Jesus meant remaining celibate . . . for a time. Even though abstinence and purity were difficult, there was always the possibility of uniting my life with someone else’s. No such prospect exists for a same-sex-attracted Christian, whose surrender to Jesus truly feels like a form of death, a lover’s version of Gethsemane. If I am going to have anything meaningful to contribute to this discussion, it must begin with a recognition that temporary celibacy pales in comparison with what many same-sex-attracted people feel is a lifelong prison sentence of suppressing libido and romantic feelings. For those who are not same-sex attracted, this conversation needs to begin with compassion and maintain compassion as its foundation. We must never presume to understand what it is like to walk in shoes we will never wear.

Yet the Scriptures remain, and the truth remains. All children of God, Jesus says, must deny themselves daily, take up their crosses, and follow him.[22] Some people’s crosses are much weightier than others’, but all must bear a cross. In my world, the lesser crosses include my inclination to worry and my anxiety-based insomnia, both of which contradict God’s invitation to trust him. There is also my greed, which contradicts God’s promise to fulfill my every need. And there is my craving for people’s approval (even as I write this, I am fearful of how my gay and gay-affirming friends will receive it), which contradicts the favor that God has freely given me in Christ.

But God did not create me to live this way. He did not create me to accept the invitation that these confusing and broken impulses, instincts, and desires extend to me. Rather, he extends to me a different invitation: to surrender all my impulses, instincts, and desires to his lordship. Rather than entertain the idea that God created me to be fearful, greedy, and emotionally needy, he invites me to the higher ground of trusting him —trusting that his thoughts are higher than my thoughts, that his ways are higher than my ways, and that his wisdom is higher than my desires and longings. He invites me to trust that it will someday all make sense, this surrendering business, when Jesus returns to make all things new and to redeem all things confusing and broken —including my confusing and broken desires.

None of my struggles compares in weight to that of a gay man or woman surrendering all romantic longings to Jesus. I have known several gay men and women to make that surrender. I also know several same-sex-attracted people who are faithfully married to members of the opposite sex, and for whom such faithfulness is a regular but noble struggle. I am currently pastor to several of these men and women. For many of them, the surrender was heartbreaking. But it is a surrender that each of them has considered worthwhile, not because Jesus is a roadblock to love but because Jesus is love itself.

In addition, there are others in my life who have remained married and celibate for similar reasons. These people have chosen to remain true to spouses who are relationally difficult, to spouses who have sustained a brain injury or have Alzheimer’s, to spouses who are paralyzed from the neck or waist down, to spouses who are no longer physically able to have intercourse. Some of these friends are very young and are facing unique emotional, relational, and romantic challenges for the rest of their lives. And they are doing so, not because Jesus is a roadblock to love but because Jesus is love itself. According to their own testimonies, these men and women have found in Jesus a love more sure, solid, enduring, and safe than any other love that would presume to compete with him.

It Is Not Good to Be Alone

If Christians are going to call their fellow Christians to heterosexual monogamy within marriage and celibacy outside of it, we must not stop there. It is necessary to go further to ensure that those who heed Jesus’ sexual ethic have the support not only to succeed but also to thrive. It is not enough to say that sex outside of marriage is wrong or that erotic same-sex relationships are off limits for those who wish to follow Jesus. “The Bible says it; that settles it” is a lazy and unthoughtful approach that alienates people who long for companionship yet bear the burden of unwanted singleness and celibacy.

Jesus said, “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat. . . . They preach, but do not practice. They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them with their finger.”[23] Those who are serious about following Jesus must do more than lift a finger to alleviate the burden of aloneness in our midst. Every person —married or unmarried —must have people in their lives for support, companionship, intimacy, and human touch. We must ask the radical question of what it will take to ensure that every unmarried person has access to friendships as deep and lasting as marriage and as meaningful as sex. We must also ask what it will take for our communities to effectively cultivate such friendships.

As meaningful as sex? Seriously?

Yes, I really mean that. Have you read about David and Jonathan?

Friendship as Deep as Marriage, Community as Deep as Family

Centuries before Jesus and Paul, David and Jonathan shared a friendship that was so deep that David said, “My brother Jonathan; very pleasant have you been to me; your love to me was extraordinary, surpassing the love of women.”[24]

Some, in an effort to defend homosexuality with the Bible, have taken this single statement from David to mean that he and Jonathan were gay lovers. There is no evidence in the Bible that suggests an erotic connection. But there is evidence of a friendship as deep and committed as that of a married couple.

We are told that Jonathan’s and David’s souls were “knit together,” that each loved the other as his own soul.[25] The two made a lasting covenant to always be there for each other, to have each other’s backs, and even to raise each other’s children should the need arise. Just as Ruth refused to leave Naomi’s side, John leaned heavily into Jesus’ bosom, and Jesus promised to never leave or forsake us, David and Jonathan’s friendship was intimate and enduring. Their love for each other was neither marital nor sexual. Instead of naked bodies, they had naked souls.[26]

This kind of “soul-knitting” friendship, while it does not include the pleasures of erotic love, does provide strength, solace, and permanence for unmarried people, whether male or female, gay or straight, divorced or widowed or never married. W. H. Auden, a poet and same-sex attracted man who remained unmarried and celibate out of obedience to Jesus, illustrates this truth in an excerpt from a letter he wrote to a friend, about his friends:


There are days when the knowledge that there will never be a place which I can call home, that there will never be a person with whom I shall be one flesh, seems more than I can bear, and if it wasn’t for you, and a few —how few —like you, I don’t think I could.[27]



What if the church became the first place, instead of the last place, that people went looking for this kind of friendship? What if the church were filled with unmarried people but had no “single” people, because married and unmarried people were as family to one another —surrogate brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers and sons and daughters to the rest of the church? What if the church were the place where people discovered that being unmarried is not a prison sentence but an opportunity for grace and communion with Jesus and service to God’s Kingdom and mission? What if the church were the place where being unmarried was not only accepted, but seen as a high and noble calling as it was for Jesus and Paul? What if it is true that God sets the lonely in families? What if it is true that “there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for [Jesus’] sake and for the gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands”? What if the church were the place where anyone in the world could find refuge and solace from the age-old malediction that to be alone is to be lonely?[28]

This is exactly what God intends the church to be.

Jesus Christ —Single, Celibate, Sufficient —and the Point of Marriage

There are other “what ifs” to be considered. What if the main reason God created marriage and sex is not so we could be married and have sex? What if God has something bigger and more ultimate in mind —something that is accessible to all people, regardless of their marital status?

He does.

Have you ever wondered why Jesus chose to be single and celibate? Could it be that he was saving himself . . . for us?

A deeper look into the full biblical narrative tells a bigger story about marriage than marriage itself. According to Paul, marriage is not a be-all and end-all but a pointer to something bigger than marriage. “This mystery [of marriage] is profound,” Paul says, “and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.”[29]

Paul is saying that God’s design for marriage is that it is preparatory and temporary. The first and fundamental goal in marriage is for a husband and wife to prepare each other for an everlasting marriage to Jesus.[30] The only marriage that will remain in the new heaven and new earth is the marriage between Jesus and his bride, the church.[31]

What does this mean? It means that whether married, unmarried, divorced, or widowed now, every believer in Jesus is and will be united with him forever in the marriage that will fulfill every unsatisfied longing, every unfulfilled attraction, every missed opportunity for companionship, love, and intimacy.

As Paul says, this is all a profound mystery. But we do know that even the best day of marriage in this life will pale in comparison to the worst day of marriage to Jesus in the new heaven and new earth (as if there could be a worst day). The best sex in this life will seem boring compared to the intimacy that will be enjoyed daily between Jesus and his people.

And there’s more: our deepest aches, longings, and loneliness will be satisfied once Jesus sweeps up his bride into his everlasting arms.

In the meantime, will Jesus be enough for us here and now? Like an engaged couple saving themselves for the wedding night, eagerly anticipating when they will fall naked and unashamed into each other’s arms, will we be able to wait for Jesus to fully and ultimately meet our deepest needs and desires?

May these words from my friend Paige Brown, written years before she got married, be an encouragement to us:


Every problem is a theological problem, and the habitual discontent of us singles is no exception. . . . I long to be married. My younger sister got married two months ago. . . . Is God being any less good to me than he is to her? The answer is a resounding NO. God will not be less good to me because God cannot be less good to me. It is a cosmic impossibility for God to shortchange any of his children. . . . It is a cosmic impossibility that anything could be better for me right now than being single. . . . You see, we singles are chronic amnesiacs —we forget who we are, we forget whose we are. I am a single Christian. My identity is not found in my marital status but in my redemptive status. . . . I may meet someone and walk down the aisle in the next couple of years because God is so good to me. I may never have another date and die an old maid at ninety-three because God is so good to me. Not my will but his be done.[32]



Whether gay, straight, single, divorced, painfully married, or happily married, may we find strength, resolve, and hope as we remember that God created us ultimately for an everlasting marriage to Jesus —a marriage that can already be ours now and that will enjoy an intimacy even deeper than the marriage bed in the world to come. If the biblical vision is true, then Jesus is better than sex. His love is stronger than the strongest and deeper than the deepest of human loves.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Sauls says that sex, a God-given gift to husbands and their wives, “is among the most delightful of all human activities . . . [and] is also among the most dangerous.” What are your thoughts on this?

	In your view, how has society’s perspective on good looks, body image, and sexual experimentation impacted our approach to marriage, romance, and sexuality? Is our approach healthy, damaging, or neutral in its impact?

	Do you believe it is possible to have Jesus as the supreme love of your life and affirm same-sex romantic relationships? Why or why not, and in what ways has Scripture helped to form your view?

	How does the fact that both the apostle Paul and Jesus chose singleness impact your view of marriage and sexuality? Similarly, do you agree with the idea that “Jesus is better than sex” and that “his love is stronger than the strongest and deeper than the deepest of human loves”? Why or why not?

	Sauls writes, “What if the church were filled with unmarried people but had no ‘single’ people, because married and unmarried people were as family to one another —surrogate brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers and sons and daughters to the rest of the church?” Do you believe it is possible in our late modern times for this vision to become reality? Why or why not?
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Chapter Eleven: HOPE OR REALISM?


How is faith to endure, O God, when you allow all this scraping and tearing on us? You have allowed rivers of blood to flow, mountains of suffering to pile up, sobs to become humanity’s song —all without lifting a finger that we could see. You have allowed bonds of love beyond number to be painfully snapped. If you have not abandoned us, explain yourself. We strain to hear.

 —NICHOLAS WOLTERSTORFF




THE PROBLEM OF PAIN and suffering is one of the biggest reasons why people keep their distance from God. It is a problem as old as time, one that centuries of philosophy and theology have failed to resolve to our satisfaction.

If there is a God, and if this God is good and loving and in control of everything at all times, as Christians say, then why do children die? Why do marriages end in divorce? Why do people get cancer? Why are there tornadoes and hurricanes and holocausts? Why do poverty, abuse, economic inequality, racism, classism, oppression, genocide, the sex trade, and other forms of injustice continue to exist?

We are left scratching our heads. An honest look at the world causes us to resonate with Shakespeare’s Macbeth more than with the idea of a loving, sovereign God —that in the end, life “is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

When suffering invades the human experience, people usually respond in one of three ways. Some assume a “pie in the sky” perspective, clinging to superficial “Bible Band-Aids.” They affirm, rightly, that “God is good all the time; all the time God is good,” but they fail to acknowledge the feelings of being betrayed by God, which are expressed in the Bible as well. Pie-in-the-sky people tend to ignore honest biblical prayers such as “How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever?”[1] and “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”[2] Others become cynical, maybe even dismissing the idea of God because they can’t believe that a good, all-powerful God would allow horrific things to happen. Still others are hopeful realists. These are the ones who continue to believe that God is good even through suffering, and that the painful realities of life can lead to the development of perseverance, character, and hope.[3] But hopeful realists are also deeply honest about the difficult circumstances of life. While affirming that God is good all the time, they also affirm that in so many ways things are not what they are supposed to be.

The book of Job, which scholars believe is the oldest book in the Bible, wrestles with the question of suffering. God’s assessment of Job is that he fears God, shuns evil, and is the most righteous person in the land. In spite of these things, Job loses all his property, all ten of his children, and his health. His first response is to fall to his knees and worship God.[4] In one of history’s most stunning acts of surrender, Job says, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return. The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD.”[5]

As the narrative unfolds, Job’s friends do what friends do. They show up, sit with him, say nothing, and weep with him. Instead of sermons, they give him solidarity. Instead of answers, they give him themselves. But before too long, they start theorizing about Job’s problem of pain and suffering. Lacking a category in which to put Job’s experience, they create one for their own comfort. Wanting to defend the goodness of God, Job’s friends turn into his blind critics, suggesting that this sort of suffering would not be happening to him if God weren’t trying to teach him a lesson. “Confess your sins to God and forsake them,” Job’s friends tell him. “Then God will bless you again.”

Then there is Job’s wife. She knows that Job is not the awful man his friends are accusing him of being. He remains the faithful man that he has always been. However, in her confusion about how a good God could allow such suffering, she snaps and turns on Job too. “Do you still hold fast to your integrity? Curse God and die.”[6]

Eventually Job, too, caves in, shaking his fist at God and demanding answers. No longer able to bear the silent treatment from God, Job lashes out. “I am blameless; I regard not myself; I loathe my life. . . . Therefore I say, ‘[God] destroys both the blameless and the wicked.’ . . . He mocks at the calamity of the innocent.”[7]

The Job account presses us to ask, “Are there clear answers on this side of heaven for why a good God would allow suffering in his world?” Will we be satisfied with the belief held by Job’s friends, that all suffering is the result of cause and effect and that we, not God, are the cause? Or will we be satisfied with the belief held by Job’s wife, that the kind of God who would let good people suffer is not good after all, and he does not deserve our loyalty and affection?

Or is there some silver lining, some ray of hope to cling to even if we must cling by our fingernails? Is there a hopeful framework into which we can place legitimate grief, sorrow, and even anger about the problem of pain and suffering?

Jesus Frees Us to Be Realistic about Suffering

If Christianity has something significant to contribute to the question of suffering and evil, it is that Christianity is incredibly realistic about how messed up the world is. The Bible locates our story in an in-between time, a season of history that is sandwiched between two perfect and pain-free worlds: the Garden of Eden and the new Jerusalem.

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. When he finished his work of creation, he looked at everything he had made and declared that it was very good. Water, earth, and sky worked in harmony together to provide a hospitable space for the plants, the animals, and our first parents, Adam and Eve. The world was perfect spiritually —man and woman were in perfect, uninterrupted communion with God every day and night. He was their God, and they were his people. Socially, man and woman were also in perfect communion with each other. There was no fighting, and there were no apologies offered, because there was nothing to fight or apologize about. In the Garden of God, Adam and Eve worked, played, ate, drank, made love, and slept deeply. They were both naked and felt no shame. Culturally, man and woman were in perfect harmony with the rest of creation. God commissioned them to name the animals and work the land —work was satisfying and meaningful. It was a true Paradise.

Then Adam and Eve, representing all of us, sought independence from God. Once they ate the forbidden fruit, everything unraveled. They ran and hid from God. They blamed each other and the serpent for what they had done. The ground was cursed and work became difficult. Relationships were also cursed, and heartache entered the picture. Pain and suffering, weakness and shame, disappointment and anticlimax have been part of the human condition ever since.

Longing for Restoration and Renewal

Paradise demonstrates not only fallen humanity’s past but also a redeemed humanity’s future. Just as the first chapters of the Bible describe an idyllic world, so do the last chapters. John’s vision in Revelation paints the picture of a new heaven and new earth where everything broken will be restored, everything sick will be healed, everything sorrowful and sad will be turned to glory. There will no longer be any death, mourning, crying, or pain, for the old order of things will have passed away and everything will be made new.[8] The face of God will once again be accessible, his supportive presence palatable. Relationships will flourish. Work will be filled with energy and life.

If Eden and the new Jerusalem represent life as it was created to be, if these are the worlds we have been created for, is it any wonder that we rage against pain and suffering? Is it any wonder that we grow pessimistic and cynical and angry and sad when the world is not working the way we know it is supposed to? Our equilibrium is thrown off by suffering. It disorients us, makes us restless, and creates longing for restoration and renewal.

To rage against suffering and sorrow, therefore, is entirely natural. We were created to exist in perfection, and our hearts yearn for this. It is an agony to suffer and try to make sense of the pain.

Consider these words from C. S. Lewis after his wife, Joy, died from cancer:


When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing [God], so happy that you are tempted to feel His claims upon you as an interruption, if you remember yourself and turn to Him with gratitude and praise, you will be —or so it feels —welcomed with open arms. But go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence.[9]



Lewis’s raw honesty may come across as jarring or even blasphemous to some. But he is not alone in having this kind of reaction to suffering and grief. Even David, the man after God’s own heart, reacted to suffering in a similar way. God made certain that David’s reaction made it into the Psalms:


My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?

Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning?

O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer,

and by night, but I find no rest.[10]




How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever?

How long will you hide your face from me?

How long must I take counsel in my soul

and have sorrow in my heart all the day?

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?[11]



Have you ever prayed this way? If you have, did you feel dirty after doing so? What would you say if I told you that this may have been one of the cleanest, purest, most Christian prayers that you have ever prayed? What would you say if I told you that God invites you to be honest and raw and realistic about suffering instead of being phony about it and sweeping it under the rug?

Consider Mary and Martha, the two sisters of Jesus’ close friend Lazarus. Jesus loved Lazarus. Yet Jesus allowed Lazarus to die —and Jesus didn’t even go to the funeral.

After Lazarus had been dead for four days, Jesus finally showed up. Martha, the more intense sister, got up and got in Jesus’ face. “If you had been here, my brother would not have died.”[12]

What gives, Jesus? Our brother was dying. You created galaxies by breathing. You split an ocean with a word. You made a blind man see. You walked on water. You fed thousands with a basket of bread and a handful of fish. You turned water into wine. But when we, the ones you have called your friends —when we cried out for you, when we called you in our fear and despair and helplessness and heartache . . . you kept silent. You stayed away. Why didn’t you show up? Why didn’t you help?

Mary did not share Martha’s intensity, but she did share her concern. Instead of getting in Jesus’ face, Mary kept her distance; she remained seated in the house. What’s the use in talking to Jesus about this now that our brother is dead? Perhaps Jesus isn’t who we thought he was, or perhaps he is who we thought he was but he just doesn’t care about us. Only when Jesus called directly for Mary did she go out to him. Her words for Jesus were the same as her sister’s: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”[13]

Two sisters, two personalities, one conclusion:

God failed us.

The Christian Virtues of Anger and Sadness

But what if things aren’t as they seem? What if God, seeming to be a million miles away, is nearer than ever? What if God, seeming to be against us, is more for us than we ever imagined?

As was the case with Job, so was the case with Mary and Martha. In both instances there was a backstory, an invisible battle in the world of God, Satan, angels, and demons, an unseen truth yet to be revealed that would have transformed the outlook of the sufferers. In the world of God there are many things we do not understand.

“The secret things belong to the LORD our God.”[14]

“For now we see in a mirror dimly . . .”[15]

If we were able to know everything that God knows, if we were able to see everything that God sees, if the finite were given a glimpse of the infinite, the temporal of the eternal, our outlook on suffering and sorrow would no doubt be different. We would know with certainty that the absence of God is apparent, not real. We would see with clarity that God’s plans are for our flourishing, not our ruin.

How do we know this? It’s right there in the story.

The crowd of people surrounding Martha and Mary, those who had shown up to the funeral, began to ask among themselves the question anyone in their right mind would ask: “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man also have kept this man from dying?”[16]

Jesus responded in two ways. First, he preached a mini-sermon.


Jesus said to [Martha], “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?”[17]



What might have been going through Martha’s mind? Perhaps something like this:

With all due respect, Jesus, my brother believed this. Look where it got him. Sometimes we need more than a sermon. Haven’t you read the book on funeral etiquette? Haven’t you studied the five stages of grief? Don’t you remember Job’s miserable “comforters” with their abysmal situational awareness and lack of emotional intelligence? Don’t you remember Job’s wife and her “sermon” that kicked Job while he was already down? We know you are God and everything, but are you so out of touch with the human condition that you don’t realize that sometimes sermons add insult to injury, that they hurt more than they help?

But Jesus’ curious behavior was not an indicator that he was out of touch with the human condition. It was an indicator that he was deeply in touch with the human condition.

Within minutes, Jesus was going to fix everything. Accessing the same divine power that he had once used to speak the universe into existence, he would speak Lazarus the dead man back to life. But before he did any of this, Jesus stopped, got angry, and wept.[18] Before he fixed a broken situation, he entered into it and shared it. Jesus was not pie in the sky or happy-clappy about a hard situation. He did not criticize Mary or Martha for having an ungodly or unspiritual response to their pain. Rather, by entering into their situation, he affirmed their negative reaction to suffering as realistic —a good, right, honest, human, and divine reaction to a world that wasn’t functioning as it was supposed to. He entered in. He shared and felt their sorrows before mending their sorrows. He does the same for us.


He was . . . a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief. . . . Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows. . . . He was crushed . . . and with his wounds we are healed . . . although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth. Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him; he has put him to grief. . . . Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied. . . . He poured out his soul to death . . . and makes intercession for the transgressors.[19]



When Jesus saw that Mary and the Jews who were with her were weeping, Jesus was “deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled.” When Jesus came to the tomb of Lazarus, again he was “deeply moved.”[20] Here, the English translation does not do justice to the original Greek, which says that Jesus was indignant. Angry. Fuming. Furious like a hornet about to sting, a bull about to attack, or a lion about to kill.

Jesus was not angry at Martha or Mary or the mourners who questioned him. On the contrary, he was angry for them. He was angry against the bully who had hurt them, against the unwelcome invader who had assaulted their peace and torn apart their family, against the brute who had smacked them around and made them cry. Jesus was angry at death.

Sometimes I wonder about people who don’t believe in a God who gets angry. “My God is a God of love, not anger,” some say. But don’t we get angry when the people we love are bullied? Do we really want a God who doesn’t get angry at death, the biggest bully of all?

Recently I saw a pamphlet on the Internet that an elementary school created for its students. The pamphlet was written for students who are bullied by other students. The pamphlet says that if students are bullied, they should do the following: refuse to get mad, treat the person who is being mean as if he or she is trying to help you, do not be afraid, do not verbally defend yourself, and do not attack. If someone physically hurts you, do not get angry; do not tell on bullies, do not be a sore loser, and learn to laugh at yourself.

Thank God this isn’t the pamphlet he gave us as an instruction manual for dealing with oppression and injustice and bullying and suffering and sorrow and death.

Instead, when suffering and death come in as invaders, Jesus gets realistic, and Jesus gets mad. He turns over tables in the Temple and flares his nostrils like a bull about to go into battle. He assumes a fighting posture with every intention of eliminating the bully of death.

Jesus saw death. Jesus saw tears. And Jesus was furious about it.

Jesus also got sad, especially when he encountered the soft-spoken Mary. As Mary and the others led him to Lazarus’s tomb, his anger was joined by sadness.

Jesus personally responds to our fuming and sadness. Feisty Martha got to see Jesus get angry at death. Tenderhearted Mary got to see him cry. Two unique women witnessed two unique responses from their Lord and Friend. Jesus, who is the fullness of the image of God, not only sympathized with them, he did so according to their uniqueness. Jesus arched his back toward the bully for Martha’s sake. Then he shed tears for Mary’s sake. Perhaps Nicholas Wolterstorff was thinking of Jesus’ tears when he wrote this reflection in response to the premature death of his son:


We strain to hear [God in our sorrows]. But instead of hearing an answer we catch the sight of God himself scraped and torn. Through our tears we see the tears of God. . . . Perhaps his sorrow is splendor.[21]



Jesus is the resurrection and the life. The ones who believe in him, though they die, yet shall they live.[22] He will call them forth from their graves just as he called Lazarus from the grave mere minutes after getting angry and crying about Lazarus’s death.

Jesus wants to fix everything that’s broken about us and everything that’s broken around us. But before he does this, he wants us to know that he is with us and for us in what’s broken about us and around us. He shares our situation. He is a warrior and a champion against the bully, but also much more. He is a friend who sticks closer than a brother, a mother hen who gathers her fragile chicks under her wings, and an advocate who shares our grief and our tears —especially, and ironically, during the times when he seems most distant. He is a sympathetic realist.

Jesus, the sympathetic realist, reminds us that everything is broken.

At least it is for now.

Jesus Gives Us Hope for the Future

Suffering is not the end of the story for those whose hope is anchored in Jesus. Flannery O’Connor wrote that things like virgin birth and incarnation and resurrection and a pain-free life are the “true laws” and that death, decay, and destruction, rather than being ultimate reality, are a temporary suspension of these laws.[23] The life we are living now, the one characterized by groaning and decay and death and mourning and crying and pain, is the in-between chapter of a Story that both begins and ends in Paradise. Because of sin, these things have come into play; because the wages of sin is death, when we eat forbidden fruit, whatever its form, we will surely die.[24] But God, being rich in mercy and not desiring that we should perish, has pledged to clean up the mess we have made for ourselves and make all things new.


Jesus said to [Martha], “Your brother will rise again. . . . I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?”[25]




Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new. . . . Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”[26]



I once heard N. T. Wright say that hope is imagining God’s future into the present. Tim Keller says similar things when he invokes the words of Tolkien’s Samwise Gamgee, who speculates that one day everything sad will come untrue, and C. S. Lewis, who talks about how heaven will work backward and turn even agony into glory.[27]

What these men are saying is the same thing that Jesus was saying to Martha and that John, the beloved disciple, envisioned when he saw a glimpse of the new Jerusalem. In the future world, those who suffered in this life but who anchored their hope in the next will look back on death, mourning, crying, and pain as if they were part of a nightmare, a suspension of reality versus reality itself. Everything sad will come untrue. Their capacity to enjoy life will be even greater than it would be had they never lived through a nightmare in the first place.

Once when I was six years old, my parents were away on vacation. On the night of their return, the babysitter woke me up to tell me that she had some bad news. An airplane had crashed and there were no survivors —and it might have been the flight my parents were on.


Dear babysitters,

Don’t deliver life-altering bad news to a six-year-old child unless you have first confirmed that said bad news is true.

Yours truly,

Every six-year-old child



Ours was not a Christian home, but that night I prayed to God. It was basic instinct. God, if you’re up there, please bring my parents back. Make them not be dead. Make them not be dead. Make them not be dead.

Two hours later my parents walked through the door.

I have never loved and enjoyed my parents more than I did for the rest of that evening.

Have you ever awakened from a nightmare and been flooded with relief that what you dreamed about was not true? It’s the same feeling people get when the doctor says the cancer is gone or the police call with the news that a lost child has been found. Not only are you relieved that the terrible conditions in which you lived are gone, you also enjoy and celebrate and delight in what has been returned to you more than you ever had before.

This is what God promises to those who anchor their hope in Jesus, who is the resurrection and the life. Though we die, yet shall we live. Reality will be rescued once and for all from the nightmares. No longer will there be the need to imagine God’s future into the present, because God’s future will be in the present. Now we see him as through a dim mirror. Then we will see him face to face.[28]

If we knew everything that God knows, if we saw everything that God sees . . .

Martha and Mary had a small glimpse of God’s future just a few moments after Jesus got angry and cried about death. Jesus prayed to his Father in heaven and then shouted into the tomb of his friend, “Lazarus, come out!” And the dead man came out.[29]

A Reason to Fight against Suffering

I sometimes wonder why Jesus decided to raise Lazarus from the dead. On the one hand, it made for an unexpected and welcome celebration for Lazarus, his sisters, and the community. It was yet another demonstration that Jesus is stronger than nature, even stronger than death. But Lazarus was going to die again. Eventually there would be another funeral. Why subject everyone to another season of grief?

While we are on the subject, why do we fight against suffering and injustice and evil at all? Is there any point in fighting disease and cancer when the mortality rate for human beings is always going to be one death per one person? Is there any point in fighting poverty when even Jesus said that no matter what we do, the poor are always going to be with us? Is there any point in fighting to recover a broken marriage or friendship when it would be easier, and it would feel much less painful and costly, just to cut our losses and move on?

Why did Jesus bring Lazarus back? Because Jesus came to bring God’s Kingdom to earth as it is in heaven, not only to imagine God’s future into the present but to bring glimpses and foretastes of God’s future into the present. In a world in which God’s reality is suspended for a time, Jesus zealously refuses to allow death, mourning, crying, and pain to dictate the story line. Perhaps this is why Jesus taught more about the Kingdom of God than about any other subject.

Jesus invites us to share his perspective —to believe that invisible realities are even truer than the visible ones. He wants us to know and remember that life conquers death and that he has already begun his renovation project of making all things new. This is why Jesus says that we, too, must wage war against conditions that threaten the flourishing of the people and world that God has made. In teaching us to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” Jesus invites us to join him in this fight, to boldly shout “Come out!” into tombs, because, as C. S. Lewis reminds us, Christianity is a fighting religion:


Confronted with a cancer or a slum the Pantheist can say, “If you could only see it from the divine point of view, you would realise that this also is God.” The Christian replies, “Don’t talk damned nonsense.” For Christianity is a fighting religion. It thinks God made the world —that space and time, heat and cold, and all the colours and tastes, and all the animals and vegetables, are things that God “made up out of His head” as a man makes up a story. But it also thinks that a great many things have gone wrong with the world that God made and that God insists, and insists very loudly, on our putting them right again.[30]



A Reason to Remain Hopeful

Sometimes the cancer is not cured. Sometimes the slum remains a slum. Sometimes the marriage fails and the friendship ends. Sometimes our hearts break. We suffer; we hurt; we experience loss; we ache. In the midst of these very real battles, Jesus speaks to us out of his own sorrow and grief to remind us that, in the end, hope will win. In the end, life will overcome death, joy will overcome sorrow, freedom will overcome bondage, and triumph will overcome loss.

Still, we wait.

When Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life,” it wasn’t just a prediction about the future. It was also an identity statement. Whenever Jesus uses the words I am to describe himself, he is claiming to be God. I am is Old Testament language that Jews like Mary and Martha understood to mean one thing. They would instantly remember Moses and the burning bush, out of which the Maker of the universe spoke the words, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’”[31]

The same God who created the galaxies with a breath, who split the ocean with words, and who calls a dead man out of a tomb is the God who is going to make all things new and whose words are trustworthy and true.

Yet we struggle to lay hold of these realities in a broken here and now.

During occasional seasons in my adult life I have suffered from insomnia, anxiety, and panic attacks. Whenever these seasons have come, the anxiety was triggered by fear about the future. The triggers for me fall into three categories or questions. First, am I going to be alone? Second, am I going to get an incurable disease? Third, am I going to be able to provide for the people who depend on me?

Part of the way that I have confronted the anxiety has been to work with a professional counselor. Several years ago, during a particularly anxious season, my counselor observed how prone I was to meditate on worst-case scenarios. Instead of coming up with all the reasons why my fears were irrational and would probably never come to be, she challenged me to assume that my fears were true and face them head-on. She challenged me to think about, and then speak out loud, what the long-term, worst-case scenario would be if I ended up alone, or sick, or could not provide for my loved ones. “Let’s just imagine for a minute that each and every one of your fears was real and actual. Then, let’s fast-forward a hundred years into the future. Where is the worst-case scenario going to take you, Scott? You preach the answer to this question to others all the time. Let’s pause for a moment and see if you can preach it to yourself.”

If I end up alone, the worst-case scenario is that Jesus is the resurrection and the life, and those who believe in him, though they die, yet shall they live. God has set a place for me at the wedding feast of Jesus, and I will be part of the church, his bride, forever. He puts the lonely into an eternal family. He will never leave or forsake me. The long-term, worst-case scenario is that I will never be alone, that I will always be known, loved, and received.

If I get a disease, the worst-case scenario is that Jesus is the resurrection and the life, and those who believe in him, though they die, yet shall they live. Just as Jesus’ body has been raised incorruptible and will no longer be subject to decay, so will mine be. He forgives all my sins and will heal all my diseases and crown me with love and compassion and redeem my life from every pit. The long-term, worst-case scenario is that I will be happy, healthy, strong, and whole forevermore.

If I cannot provide, the worst-case scenario is that Jesus is the resurrection and the life, and those who believe in him, though they die, yet shall they live. Jesus is rich. Everything in heaven and earth is his, and every square inch and every penny, nickel, dime, and dollar belong to him. But Jesus is more than rich; he is the true riches. Whether I live in poverty or wealth, I will always be able to say with the Puritan who was stripped to nothing but a piece of bread and a glass of water, “What? All of this and Jesus Christ, too?” The long-term, worst-case scenario is that I will inherit a wealth that will never spoil, perish, or fade —the wealth being Jesus himself. This inheritance will be not only for me but also for those depending on me who have anchored their own futures in his provision, not mine.

Is it any wonder that the most repeated command in the Bible is “Do not fear”?

God’s long-term promises are infinitely more real than any present, broken reality. It takes a God-given faith for us to see these things and let ourselves be impacted by them emotionally, spiritually, relationally, and otherwise. But with this God-given faith, we who are realistic about suffering can also live in hope because the broken reality in which we live is not the ultimate reality. Suffering, sorrow, and death will not be a part of life. All nightmares, imagined and real, will come to an end. Everything sad will come untrue. These words are trustworthy and true.

Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.

Thanks be to God.


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	When suffering and disaster occur, in which direction are you most tempted to move —“pie in the sky” or cynicism? Explain why you answer in the way that you do.

	Sauls writes, “Hopeful realists are also deeply honest about the difficult circumstances of life. While affirming that God is good all the time, they also affirm that in so many ways things are not what they are supposed to be.” Have you ever met a hopeful realist? Describe that person.

	How do you feel about being completely honest with God —even in a very raw way —about your struggles related to suffering and evil? What does God think when we approach him with this kind of honesty?

	Do you agree with the idea that if we knew and saw everything that God does, “we would know with certainty that the absence of God is apparent, not real”? Why or why not?

	The fact that Jesus did not keep a distance from suffering but became a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief —does this help you deal with suffering, does it frustrate and bewilder you, or some combination of the two? Explain.
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Chapter Twelve: SELF-ESTEEM OR GOD-ESTEEM?


When I get honest, I admit I am a bundle of paradoxes. I believe and I doubt, I hope and get discouraged, I love and I hate, I feel bad about feeling good, I feel guilty about not feeling guilty. I am trusting and suspicious. I am honest and I still play games. Aristotle said I am a rational animal; I say I am an angel with an incredible capacity for beer.

 —BRENNAN MANNING




THE GREEK MYTH OF Narcissus can haunt me. Though the story is historically untrue, from a personal point of view it could not be more true.

As the story goes, Narcissus is a young man widely known for his beauty. One day while walking in the woods, a nymph named Echo notices him. Struck by his beauty, she swiftly falls in love with him and begins following him. Eventually, the enamored Echo discloses her feelings to Narcissus, who swiftly rejects her. Crestfallen, she retreats and spends the rest of her life in sad isolation. Eventually nothing is left of her but a faint echo. Nemesis, the goddess of revenge, is sympathetic to the adoring Echo and therefore enraged at Narcissus. She lures him to a pool where she draws his attention to his own reflection in the water. Thinking it another creature, Narcissus falls in love with the image of himself. Once he discovers he will never be able to draw closer to the face in the pool, Narcissus dies from unfulfilled self-love.

For those who prefer a more lighthearted making of the point, there’s also the all-too-relatable movie line from Groucho Marx. After going on and on about himself to a young lady, he stops and says, “That’s enough about me. Let’s talk about you. What do you think about me?”

Nobody likes to be around a self-absorbed person, whether mythological or real. But we must admit that in many ways we are this person. Craving affirmation, we spend large amounts of time gazing at our own image —investing extraordinary amounts of time, resources, and energy to control what others think about us. We draw attention to the good and censor out the bad that we find in ourselves. We calculate. We strategize. We self-promote. We shield ourselves from criticism. We save face. We seek the upper hand. We want to ensure that we are perceived as winners. Isn’t this why we so swiftly choose sides on any number of issues, including the ones featured in this book?

I was the fastest boy in my fifth-grade class. Because of this I was given the honor of representing my class against other fifth-grade boys on “field day” in the fifty-yard dash. I remember how driven I was to win the event. I ran time trials in my backyard, ate a lot of spaghetti, and got plenty of rest in anticipation of sweet victory. I was new to the school, and the fifty-yard dash was my chance to earn the admiration of my new classmates. There was also a girl named Holly —so beautiful that the mere sight of her caused the song “Dream Weaver” to play in my head. If only I could distinguish myself as the fastest boy in the entire fifth grade, Holly would certainly be mine.

What I did not know at the time was that another boy, Doug, would also compete in the fifty-yard dash, and he was just as fast —exactly as fast —as I was. To make a long story short, Doug and I tied for first place. The initial field of ten runners was reduced to just the two of us. To identify a clear winner (there was only one first-place ribbon), the teachers made Doug and me run a second heat, then a third, then a fourth against only each other. In each of the four heats, we both crossed the finish line at exactly the same time. The school buses would soon arrive, so the teachers crowned Doug and me co-victors in the fifty-yard dash. (I have no idea what they did with that lone first-place ribbon; I must have blocked it out of my memory.)

From that point forward I saw Doug not as a fellow champion but as a rival, an archnemesis, if you will. We had unfinished business. To make matters worse, Holly paid no attention to me. She chose instead to set her affections on Billy, the stand-alone winner of the fifth-grade long jump. It was a harsh lesson to learn —nobody wants to hold hands with someone who tied for first place.

After fifth grade, Doug and I went our separate ways and on to different middle schools. We would never see each other again. Or, more truthfully, he would never see me again.

About a decade after Doug and I tied for first place, the Olympics were on television. I was in the kitchen preparing dinner when the national anthem began to play, so I went into the living room to celebrate the latest American gold medalist. There I stood as the music played. Staring at me through the television was a tall, confident, perfectly chiseled, take-no-prisoners specimen of a man. It was Doug.

Disturbingly unable to celebrate Doug’s victory, I moped my way back to the kitchen. As I stood over the macaroni and cheese, I swiftly blocked what I had just seen out of my memory.

But that wasn’t the end of the story. Eight years later, while watching the Olympics again, but this time with my wife, Patti, the broadcasters decided to televise a throwback of Doug’s award ceremony. As we watched, I did two things: First, I said to Patti, “How cool is that? Did I ever tell you that that guy and I tied for first place in a fifth-grade race?” As I boasted this news to Patti, I also said to my own soul, A gold medal? Big deal. I have a master’s degree.

As much as I hate to admit it, the Greek myth of Narcissus is no myth to me. It is my reality. Is it yours? Enough about me. Let’s talk about you. What do you think about me?

Pride As Rivalry

In his magnificent work Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis says this about pride:


There is one vice of which no man in the world is free; which every one in the world loathes when he sees it in someone else. . . . The vice I am talking of is Pride or Self-Conceit. . . . It was through Pride that the devil became the devil: Pride leads to every other vice: it is the complete anti-God state of mind. . . .

Now what you want to get clear is that Pride is essentially competitive —is competitive by its very nature —while the other vices are competitive only, so to speak, by accident. Pride gets no pleasure out of having something, only out of having more of it than the next man. We say that people are proud of being rich, or clever, or good-looking, but they are not. They are proud of being richer, or cleverer, or better-looking than others. . . . It is the comparison that makes you proud: the pleasure of being above the rest.[1]



Lewis taps into the psychology of why I reacted the way I did to Doug’s gold medal. He reminds us why we crave recognition and so desperately want to be the best instead of simply being our best, and why we don’t want to share our glory with another. Pride, Lewis says, is essentially competitive. We have to pick a side and fight our battle in order to convince God, others, and even ourselves that we are significant, valuable, and worthy of being noticed. That’s why so often, our disagreements get ugly. Once we’ve chosen a side, we can’t acknowledge anything good about the other side. We have to win outright.

The Pharisee prays, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.”[2] Interestingly, the original Greek says that the man literally prays these things to his own soul. He is not giving credit or thanks to God for transforming him into a man of virtue. Rather, he is expressing his emotional neediness through, of all things, a self-exalting “prayer.” He is trying to convince himself that he is superior to the nearest man standing by. By belittling others and rehearsing his own achievements, he is trying to build up his self-esteem. By creating a blown-up caricature of himself (I am so superior) and a diminished caricature of the tax collector and other “sinners” (they are so inferior), by choosing to side with himself and against other “lesser people,” he is trying to medicate his own wounded ego. He portrays himself as large and in charge and belittles others to compensate for how small he is in his own eyes.

We create caricatures for the very same reasons. To caricature is to exaggerate the less flattering features of other people as the Pharisee does. She didn’t merely disclose a secret about her friend in a moment of temptation. She is a gossip. He didn’t just lose self-control and eat a fifth slice of pizza. He is a glutton. She isn’t merely conservative in her politics. She is a right-wing conservative (or a socialist liberal, as the case may be). She isn’t merely a bad driver. She is a woman driver. He didn’t just forget our anniversary. He is a terrible husband.

“God, thank you that I am not like him. . . .”

“God, thank you that I am not like her. . . .”

“God, thank you that I am not like them. . . .”

Yuck. And yet, truth be told, we identify. Especially when we’re afraid or feeling threatened, we start to divide the world between “us” and “them,” between those who matter and those who don’t, between those who are competent and those who struggle, between those who are enlightened and those who aren’t, between the good people and the bad people. We are essentially competitive by nature. This explains our posture. This explains why it feels so natural for us to take sides in destructive ways on all sorts of subjects —politics, the use of money, parenting, sexuality, philosophy, theology, and even our favorite (and least favorite) “brands” of Christianity.

Pride As Self-Loathing

Where does this rivalry come from? What is its origin? Why, as Yale theologian Miroslav Volf so aptly says it, do we instinctively “exclude the enemy from the community of humans even as [we] exclude [ourselves] from the community of sinners”?[3] Interestingly, the Bible tells us that the root cause of pride and an unhealthy rivalry spirit is not self-love but self-loathing.

In Philippians 2:3, Paul warns of two toxic ingredients that make up the deadly sin of pride. These two ingredients are selfish ambition and vain conceit.

Selfish Ambition

Selfish ambition makes us see virtually every situation and interaction as a competition. Selfish ambition leads us into the habit of comparing ourselves to others. We have to see ourselves not only as rich, but more rich. Not just clever, but more clever. Not merely good looking, but better looking.

For example, think about how we react to the circumstances in other people’s lives. When I saw the Olympic gold hanging from the neck of my fifth-grade rival, my first impulse was to protect my own ego. More than ten years later, I somehow still needed to feel that he had not surpassed me. I’ll see your Olympic medal and raise you a master’s degree. When selfish ambition resides in us, we become threatened by the good fortune of others. Their blessings become our curses. Why does he get the girl while I remain alone? Why does she get the promotion while I am stuck in this less significant, lower-paying role? Why was he elected when my candidate is clearly superior? Why was she given such good looks while I remain dissatisfied every time I look in the mirror?

Even worse, selfish ambition can ignite in us a secret enjoyment of the misfortune and failures of others. An NFL running back is accused of murdering his wife, and the world wants access to every detail of the case —and gets it. A teenage celebrity checks in to an addiction recovery center for the third time, and the world cries, “Shame on her.” A well-known pastor is caught in a sex and drug scandal and becomes a talk-show punch line for months on end. A famous actress struggles mightily with an eating addiction and with being one hundred pounds overweight. She is asked to be on a reality TV show, the star of which will be her body weight.

Every time a well-known person is hurting or falls from grace, the news outlets, social media, and blogosphere immediately light up. We seem to thrive on the public failure, shame, and misfortune of others. We are “concerned,” “saddened,” “appalled,” “enraged,” “beside ourselves” . . . and so very glad to talk about it. But why? Why is there such an appetite for the downfall and belittling of others? Why is the misfortune of others such a hot topic for us? Welcome to the fallen human condition.

Selfish ambition can be ugly. It can also be so sad. I will never forget the sinking feeling I had after reading in the New York Daily News about Kelly Osbourne, the daughter of rock-and-roll star Ozzy Osbourne and his wife, Sharon. After disappearing from the public eye for a long stretch of time, Kelly reemerged during New York City’s 2010 Fashion Week. Suddenly she had a newfound confidence after losing forty-two pounds. The once famously morose, chubby reality TV star now had a new curvy body, and along with it, a new aura of poise. The world, for a moment, took notice. When asked about why she lost the weight, she replied, “I took more hell for being fat than I did for being an absolute raging drug addict. . . . I’m really proud to look in the mirror and not hate every single thing I see. I no longer think, ‘Why don’t you look like this girl or that girl?’”[4]

We should applaud Kelly Osbourne for such an accomplishment. Losing forty-two pounds and overcoming drug addiction is no small feat. It takes massive amounts of resolve, self-control, and discipline. That being said, it should also sadden us how the shame narrative of our culture played such a hand in her accomplishments.

Said the culture: You are a loser if you are fat —worse than a raging drug addict, even.

Said Osbourne to her own soul: Why don’t you look like this girl or that girl?

This shows that the need to compare ourselves with others does not always come from a place of bravado and arrogance. Sometimes it comes from a frightened, lonely, shame-filled place where the only instinct is survival —like a minnow swimming among sharks.

Vain Conceit

The second impulse Paul warns against is what he calls vain conceit.[5] The Greek term literally means “empty glory” or “glory hunger.” Vain conceit is the driver behind our craving for attention and approval —our insatiable appetite to be recognized, appreciated, praised, and adored by other people.

This particular impulse starts from a good place. The beginning chapters of Genesis tell us that we are made in the image of God, whose essence and nature demand that he be made much of. It is not surprising that we as image bearers desire the same thing.

Patti and I have seen this in our daughters’ quests for attention. In their younger years, Abby’s and Ellie’s constant refrain was “Mom, Dad, WATCH ME!” It didn’t matter what they were doing; they simply wanted to do it with an audience. Watch me swing. Watch me hang on the monkey bars. Watch me jump on the trampoline. Watch me ride the tricycle. Once, one of our daughters asked me to watch her while she read a book . . . silently to herself! As they grow older, the watch-worthy items become more sophisticated: How does my hair look? Do you like this dress and does it go with these shoes? Did you see my report card? Are you proud of me? And it’s not only children who feel this way. Patti has to remind me on occasion that her preferred love language is the language of affirming words. I’m pretty certain it’s mine as well. Regardless of whether it is your love language, this desire is in us all, and we never outgrow it. We want to be praised and noticed. In its purest form, this is good and even godlike.

But things go south when an appropriate desire for praise morphs into a misplaced hunger for approval. This vain conceit, or insatiable approval-hunger, can lead us to depend deeply or even exclusively on the attention and applause of others. If we lose the applause, we feel worthless.

Consider the great tennis champion Chris Evert. For many years as the top-ranked women’s tennis player in the world, Evert accumulated a staggering eighteen grand-slam titles. She was accustomed to being on top of the comparison pyramid. Everyone in women’s tennis wanted to be her. And why not? All those victories, all that attention, all that money, and there was also the slim, athletic, unattainable body . . .

Yet, as is true for so many professional athletes who peak in their twenties, Evert experienced an identity crisis when her ability to win matches was overcome by the aging process. In a 1990 interview with Good Housekeeping, she shared these words about her inner world after retiring from tennis:


I had no idea who I was, or what I could be away from tennis. I was depressed and afraid because so much of my life had been defined by my being a tennis champion. I was completely lost. Winning made me feel like I was somebody. It made me feel pretty. It was like being hooked on a drug. I needed the wins, the applause, in order to have an identity.[6]



I must say that such transparency about one’s inner struggles —especially from a legend such as Chris Evert —is very endearing to me. Her courage to go public with her inner struggles, even more than her many tennis victories, makes her a champion in my eyes. Her courage to confess her frailty helps the rest of us face our sense of loss and feelings of smallness. Personally, it gives me hope that I am not alone in the world with my embarrassing I have a master’s degree reactions to the adult success of my fifth-grade field-day rival.

Why do we feel insignificant? Why do we feel we have to compete? Why do we have to take sides? Why, like the Pharisee who prays pathetic prayers to his own soul, do we try to bolster our own sense of righteousness by treating others with contempt? Because winning makes us feel like we are somebody. Winning makes us feel pretty. We think that we need the wins, the applause, in order to have an identity.

But there’s good news for us. It doesn’t have to be this way.

Humility as the Answer to Rivalries and Narcissism

It is quite possible for approval junkies to begin putting selfish ambition and vain conceit to rest. It is possible for us as incomplete, frail, fallen human beings to have high levels of confidence and poise. But first we must reject the popular assumption that true self-esteem depends upon bravado and the sort of hollow self-talk once popularized by the Stuart Smalley character on Saturday Night Live: “I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggone it, people like me.”

Consider these words about self-esteem from the Harvard Business Review:


If you look under the Self-Help heading on Amazon, you’ll find roughly 5,000 books listed under the subhead Self-Esteem. The vast majority of these books aim to not only tell you why your self-esteem might be low, but to show you how to get your hands on some more of it. It’s a thriving business because self-esteem is, at least in Western cultures, considered the bedrock of individual success. You can’t possibly get ahead in life, the logic goes, unless you believe you are perfectly awesome.

And of course you must be perfectly awesome in order to keep believing that you are —so you live in quiet terror of making mistakes, and feel devastated when you do. Your only defense is to refocus your attention on all the things you do well, mentally stroking your own ego until it has forgotten this horrible episode of unawesomeness and moved on to something more satisfying.

When you think about it, this doesn’t exactly sound like a recipe for success, does it? Indeed, recent reviews of the research on high self-esteem have come to the troubling conclusion that it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. High self-esteem does not predict better performance or greater success. And though people with high self-esteem do think they’re more successful, objectively, they are not. High self-esteem does not make you a more effective leader, a more appealing lover, more likely to lead a healthy lifestyle, or more attractive and compelling in an interview. But if Stuart Smalley is wrong, and high self-esteem (along with daily affirmations of your own terrificness) is not the answer to all your problems, then what is?[7]



The Bible’s answer to the “problem of self-esteem” is the virtue of humility. According to the Bible, two things are true. First, we are sinners in the sight of God. We fall woefully short of being the people that he created us to be. We are not perfect, and we fail to abide by even our own standards. Second, in Christ and because of Christ we are not only forgiven but have received an irrevocable mark of favor. We are God’s adopted daughters and sons, fearfully and wonderfully made, the apples of his eye, who cannot be separated from his love or snatched out of his hand. Through Christ we are highly esteemed by our Judge and Maker, who also calls himself our Father.[8]

Why should we frantically try to bolster our own self-esteem when we are esteemed in this way by the one who spoke galaxies into being? Why should we choose sides against others in order to feel better about ourselves? Why should we diminish “them” with negative caricatures to make us feel a little less ashamed of what we see in the mirror? Christ has taken care of all of this. We no longer have to position ourselves against the other side. We no longer have to pray pathetic prayers to our own souls.

Humility Defined

Maybe you’ve heard this definition of humility: “True humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less.” Humility is a virtue we admire in others and desire most in our family members, closest friends, and confidants. Unlike pompous people, the humble are a breath of fresh air. Unlike approval junkies, the humble are low maintenance and approachable. Though not perfect, they are generally kind, modest, agreeable, respectful, and deferential in nature. They treat others as being more significant than themselves.[9]

Best of all, you never sense that humble people want to be your rivals. They aren’t the type to put you in your place. Even when they disagree with you, you sense that they are in your corner. They respect your dignity. They will not disparage your dignity or reputation, nor will they take sides with you in disparaging somebody else. They don’t need to, because ironically, humble people are also among the most confident. They possess a solid inner core and are among the most secure, emotionally healthy people in the world. They make you want to be a better human being. By their mere presence they call you to higher ground . . . to be and become the very best version of yourself, the person that God has created you to be.

It’s no wonder that we all want humble people as our friends. But how do we become the kind of people that we ourselves desire as friends?

Hope As the Fruit of Humility

Humility begins with the courage of Chris Evert. It begins by admitting that we are emotionally needy and have leaned on dysfunctional, disordered loves to fill that need. We are weary of staring at our own reflection in the pool. We are weary of having to depend on winning, conquering, and caricaturing others in order to “feel pretty.”

This kind of admission is the gateway to joy and confidence. It is the gateway to true humility and a genuine, healthy self-esteem. It is the gateway not to thinking less of ourselves but to thinking of ourselves less, so as to make space for love and kindness toward our fellow human beings who bear the image of God.

The late Jack Miller is often quoted as saying, “Cheer up! You’re a worse sinner than you ever dared imagine, and you’re more loved than you ever dared hope.”

Why is this good news? Why is knowing that we are “worse sinners than we ever dared imagine” a reason to “cheer up”? My sincere hope is that the next two sentences will represent a turning point in your thinking, if they have not already. There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. Furthermore, there is nothing in all creation that is able to separate you from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus.[10]

Translation: Jesus Christ lived the perfect life that we should have lived —but we did not because we could not. And he died the sinner’s death that we should have died —but we will never have to because he did so for us. Because Jesus died the sinner’s death in our place, God has no punitive anger left for us —only love, compassion, and a plan to transform us into the likeness of Jesus. Because Jesus lived the perfect life in our place, we are covered with what the Bible calls the robe of Jesus’ righteousness. In the sight of God, it is as if —and it will forever be as if —the perfect validating record of Jesus Christ was accomplished by us. Through Jesus, we are credited with his perfection and beauty. Through Jesus we are highly esteemed.

What does this mean for those who place their trust in Jesus Christ? It means paradox. It means we have been brought into something that no other religion, philosophy, or worldview can offer: a full welcome into the family of God, whereby we are fully known and fully loved, completely exposed and not rejected, temporally broken and everlastingly significant, small in comparison to the Creation and magnificent in the Creator’s eyes.

God does not simply bear with you, put up with you, or tolerate you. He actually likes you. He enjoys you. He is proud of you. He esteems you highly.

Why We Mustn’t Skip the Genealogies

The most overlooked sections of the Christmas accounts in the Bible are the genealogies of Jesus’ ancestry.[11] I am especially moved by the bluntness of the genealogies in terms of whose names were included in them, because in those days a person’s genealogy worked like a résumé. Your ancestry was your validating record. It gave you your credentials. Just as we feature our best accomplishments and omit our worst failures from a résumé, the ancients would feature ancestors they held in highest esteem, and omit those of whom they were ashamed. Herod the Great, for example, destroyed his genealogy so he wouldn’t be judged on the basis of his ancestry.

Who made it onto Jesus’ “résumé”? Whom did the Spirit inspire the Gospel writers to include on Jesus’ family tree? Several types of people.

First, there are those we would expect —people who were great in the world’s eyes. Of course David and Solomon were included. Who wouldn’t want the world to know that they came from the lineage of two famous, beloved kings? Also on the list is Abraham, who was so wealthy he could have been on the cover of Forbes.

Why am I encouraged by these heavy hitters on Jesus’ esteemed list? For several reasons, not the least of which is because of what Chris Evert’s instincts told her: age eventually displaces awesomeness. Eventually, death will bring all finite human greatness to an abrupt end. Remember why these people are on Jesus’ list in the first place . . . they are ancestors. They. Are. Dead. People.

Yikes. Yet these genealogies remind us that Jesus, the everlasting King, has the power and resolve to give us a name that will outlast death. As Job confidently said, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God.”[12]

But then Jesus throws us for a loop. Who else is on his résumé? Also included are men and women whom the world did not notice at all. Before David became king, he had been small in the world’s eyes, considered by his father to be an insignificant and forgettable son —the “runt” who worked out in the fields with sheep. Joseph and Mary were two unassuming teenagers from the small town of Nazareth, so poor that they could afford to give only the poor man’s offering of a turtledove at the Temple. And then there is Cosam. We know nothing about Cosam because he is not mentioned anywhere else in Scripture or history. But as the late Francis Schaeffer would say, in the eyes of God “there are no little people.”

Finally, Jesus’ résumé includes people who led messy lives, who made mistakes, who lived with oceans of regret. David, as Matthew 1:6 reminds us, was “the father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah” (emphasis added). This conjures up memories of a low point in Israel’s history, when a beloved king committed adultery with the wife of one of his most loyal soldiers, then arranged for the soldier to be murdered to keep the story from going public. Yet God esteems David enough to include him in Jesus’ genealogy. Abraham, who exposed his wife in order to protect his own hide, is on the list as well. There is Jacob, whose name means “deceiver.” (Can you imagine how difficult it must have been for Jacob to meet girls? “Well, hello there. What’s your name? My name is Liar.”) Rahab, a foreigner and a prostitute, is on the list. Tamar, who disguised herself as a prostitute to trick her father-in-law into sleeping with her, is on the list. Adam made it onto Jesus’ list as well. Adam, the one who brought sin into the world and ruined things for the human race.

If There’s Hope for Them, There’s Hope for Us

If there is hope for these people, if Jesus openly values and claims them, then surely there is hope for us, yes? Yes, indeed. Jesus Christ is the answer and cure to Narcissus’s obsession with himself, Kelly Osbourne’s professed self-hatred, Chris Evert’s professed decline in self-worth, and Scott Sauls’s inability to celebrate Doug’s Olympic gold medal ten years after the field-day episode. Jesus is the answer to whatever burdens you, as well.

To be esteemed by Jesus is to be free. It allows us to be honest with the world and ourselves. We are not what we are supposed to be. We are incomplete works in progress —shattered, wrecked, ruined, weak, wounded, sick, and sore. And yet . . . and yet. We have a resource at our disposal that ensures that we, through Jesus Christ, are significant in the eyes of the only Judge who matters. In his eyes we are, and forever will be, invaluable. We no longer have to caricature, put others in their place, compete, or take sides in order to feel esteem for ourselves. In and through Jesus, we already are esteemed. What could be better than that?


For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this chapter? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Do you resonate with the idea that every human being craves affirmation? Do you think this is a good thing or a bad thing? Where do you see this idea manifesting in real life?

	Name a time when you saw or experienced the Pharisee’s inclination to praise himself while looking at others with contempt. Why do you think we are so prone to do this?

	Sauls writes, “The root cause of pride and an unhealthy rivalry spirit is not self-love but self-loathing.” Do you agree or disagree? Why?

	What are some ways that we “pray pathetic prayers to our own souls” in order to counter how small we feel? What are some of our culture’s shame triggers that cause us to feel either superior or worthless or both?

	Have you ever witnessed or experienced how the love and favor of Christ can free a person from self-esteem struggles? If so, describe what you saw or experienced.
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Epilogue: LIVING OUTSIDE THE LINES


The secular response to the Christ story always goes like this: he was a great prophet, obviously a very interesting guy, had a lot to say along the lines of other great prophets, be they Elijah, Muhammad, Buddha, or Confucius. But actually Christ doesn’t allow you that. He doesn’t let you off that hook. . . . Either Christ was who He said He was —the Messiah —or a complete nutcase. I mean, we’re talking nutcase on the level of Charles Manson. . . . I’m not joking here. The idea that the entire course of civilization for over half of the globe could have its fate changed and turned upside-down by a nutcase, for me, that’s farfetched. . . . So I ask myself a question a lot of people have asked: Who is this man? And was He who He said He was, or was He just a religious nut? And there it is, and that’s the question.

 —BONO




AS I SAID IN THE INTRODUCTION, I wrote this book because I’m tired of taking sides. But sometimes taking sides is unavoidable.

When faced with Jesus’ claim that he is “the way, and the truth, and the life,” that no one comes to God the Father except through him,[1] we have to choose. Do we believe him —or not? Will we accept him —or not? Believing and receiving Jesus is what gives us the right to be part of God’s family.[2] We are either part of his family or not part of his family.

In this sense, as far as Jesus is concerned, everyone will ultimately “take a side.”

That’s not to say that believers —those who have sided with Jesus —don’t have doubts. Most of us do at one time or another. Several years into his career as a Presbyterian minister, Francis Schaeffer began to have serious doubts about his Christian faith. His doubts were triggered by a growing concern over how poorly the Christians he knew treated one another, especially in areas of disagreement. He witnessed a lot of negativity and faultfinding, as well as backbiting, gossip, manipulation, power plays, and underhandedness among his fellow ministers. He wrestled deeply with the question of how ministers could be so uncompromising about the Bible and its teachings about the grace, love, kindness, and forgiveness of God, yet be so harsh and ugly in their personal lives. It was out of this disillusionment that he one day confided in his wife, Edith,


Edith, I feel really torn to pieces by the lack of reality, the lack of seeing the results the Bible talks about, which should be seen in the Lord’s people. I’m not talking only about people I’m working with . . . but I’m not satisfied with myself. It seems that the only honest thing to do is to rethink, reexamine the whole matter of Christianity. Is it true? I need to go back to my agnosticism and start at the beginning.[3]



Schaeffer spent several months reading and rereading the Bible. He also immersed himself in philosophy as well as the writings of the various world religions. His goal was to put Christianity to the test and to see if it could withstand the scrutiny of comparison to every other plausible worldview. In the end, Schaeffer arrived back at the place where he had begun several years before, concluding that there is only one reason to be a Christian: not because it seems to make sense, or because it feels good, or because it is beautiful, but because it is true.[4]

Because it is true.

That’s the conclusion I’ve come to as well.

Changed Minds and Changed Lives

I have to say that I’m in good company. The list of intellectual titans who are Christians is not a list of merely two or three. There are many throughout history who, having looked seriously and with an open mind into the claims of biblical Christianity, became Christians themselves. Jonathan Edwards, an early president of Princeton University and also a Christian minister and missionary, was identified by the Encyclopedia Brittanica as one of the brightest minds ever to set foot on American soil. Simon Greenleaf, chief founder of Harvard Law School and the author of the renowned legal work A Treatise on the Law of Evidence, set out to demonstrate that the resurrection of Jesus Christ was a made-up fairy tale, a hoax that could be believed only by ignorant, unenlightened fools —and concluded, as Schaeffer did, that there is only one reason to be a Christian: because it’s true. Having arrived at this conclusion, Greenleaf, too, became a believer in Jesus. There are also committed believers within the ranks of the world’s prominent scientists and philosophers, including Francis Collins, Galileo, Copernicus, and Pascal. Oxford historian C. S. Lewis, once an atheist who in his own words was “angry with God for not existing,”[5] became a Christian when his close friend J. R. R. Tolkien convinced him that the story of God’s redemption of the world through Jesus is the Story behind every good story.

More recently, Jordan Monge, a lifelong atheist and political science major at Harvard, committed her life to Christ. From early childhood, Monge had gained a reputation for tearing down “poorly constructed arguments” that defended religion. Over time, however, thoughtful responses from Christian friends to her nonbelief pressed her to begin doubting her doubts. Increasingly, the way of Jesus began to become plausible to her. As she considered the cross of Jesus in particular, Christianity became not only plausible but also beautiful.[6] Other contemporary, bright, nonbelieving people who have become followers of Jesus include Kirsten Powers, a political news analyst who wrote about how she was converted from atheism to Christianity after discovering the overwhelming body of evidence for biblical truth,[7] and Malcolm Gladwell, journalist, author, speaker, and staff writer for the New Yorker.[8]

Other evidence for Christianity includes billions of lives over the centuries that have been changed. Liars becoming more honest; crooks returning what they have stolen; anxious and dying people finding peace; cowardly and fearful people finding courage; hurtful people asking forgiveness of those they have hurt; bodies wasting away as the souls who inhabit those bodies become more alive; businesspeople doing the less profitable thing because it is the right thing; aimless people finding meaning in their lives; spouses staying committed to each other through the hard and dry seasons; addicts becoming sober; adulterers becoming chaste; pregnant mothers continuing their pregnancies knowing that they are carrying a child with Down syndrome; rejected and unappreciated parents persisting in unconditional love toward their straying, entitled children; bereaved parents understanding that their greatest and most worthwhile task in life is to wrestle toward forgiving their beloved daughter’s abductor and murderer . . . just as God, through Jesus, has forgiven them. These are only a few examples of how Jesus Christ changes people.

God’s power —the same power that Christians believe spoke the galaxies into being, that parted the sea, that caused a blind man to see, that enabled a paralytic to get up and walk, and that raised Jesus from the dead —accounts for the billions of people who, having been brought into relationship with Jesus, have become better versions of themselves. “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.”[9]

Perhaps you have been turned off of Christianity because of intellectual roadblocks. Perhaps, like Francis Schaeffer, your faith has taken a hit by the “lack of reality” that you perceive in the lives and behavior of Christians around you.

In the midst of your questions, doubts, and disappointments, are there any Christians in your life whose lives have shown you glimpses of something different, something more beautiful and lovely, even something admirable? Have you ever seen in Christians something that gave you pause about your doubts, that led you to consider that perhaps there is something to this Jesus character? Have you ever witnessed in Christians something that stirred a longing in you?

If so, could this be Jesus reaching out to you, inviting you to come live outside the lines with him?

If there are no such Christians in your life, and if there is no such longing, would you consider, as the Harvard student Jordan Monge did, investigating “the works of the masters” such as Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, Descartes, Kant, Pascal, and Lewis? Better yet, would you consider reading through each of the four “Jesus biographies” in the Bible —the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John —each written from the perspective of a first-century believer whose life had been made new by the life, death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus?[10]

If you are not ready to open yourself to the possibility that Jesus is the truth, would you consider embarking on the journey that Simon Greenleaf once made? Would you accept the challenge, as he did, of attempting to prove that it is false?

Perhaps in your quest to prove Christianity to be false, you might discover, as Greenleaf and Schaeffer did, that there is only one reason to be a Christian: because it’s true.

Or perhaps you won’t.

Concluding Thoughts for Nonbelievers . . . and Believers, Too

If you are a committed nonbeliever, there are two final thoughts I would like to share with you. First, congratulations! You have made it all the way through a book written by a Christian minister, a likely indication that you are a thoughtful, open-minded person willing to consider perspectives that are “outside the lines” of your own viewpoint. Thank you for being willing to consider ideas that matter deeply to me and also to others who, like me, believe that Jesus is the truth. If you are ever in Nashville on a Sunday, catch me after one of the services at Christ Presbyterian Church. I would love to hear your thoughts about what you have read in these pages.

Second, you may never believe the things that I and other Christians believe. If this proves to be the case, I understand. With all of the evidence that is there to support the truth claims of Christianity, we Christians must admit that our beliefs, though undergirded with evidence, are quite far-fetched to the human mind. After all, we believe that the hope of the universe rests on the shoulders of Jesus, a first-century Middle Eastern man who was conceived by a teenage virgin, born in an obscure town, and prone to hang out with people who were not religious and, for the most part, were unimpressive. He spent much of his adult life with no place to lay his head, and he died between two crooks on top of a trash heap. Admittedly, these details about Jesus’ life don’t exactly scream “the hope of the universe” or “Savior of the world.” And yet, billions of people have believed it and surrendered their whole lives to its founder, leader, and king.

There are others, like Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky, who came to believe that Christianity was not only the truth, but that it is also the most beautiful among all the alternatives: “This Credo is very simple, here it is: to believe that nothing is more beautiful, profound, sympathetic, reasonable, manly, and more perfect than Christ.”[11]

But I digress.

To remain true to the purpose of this book, I will finish by stepping outside the lines a bit and share some advice with my fellow Christians. Interestingly, the advice comes from an essay called “Top 10 Tips for Christian Evangelism (From an Atheist).” The atheist writer’s name is Daniel Fincke, and his advice is written especially for Christians. Whether you agree with every piece of his advice or not, I hope that you find it helpful. As for me, I find most of his advice to be, well . . . quite Christian.


	Be Like Jesus: Hang with the Sinners and Judge the Judgers.
The most admirable part of the story of Jesus, even to an atheist like me, . . . is the way that the Gospels portray him as a . . . preacher who focused his sermons against those who abused their wealth and religious power . . . while he spent his time hanging out with the outcasts loathed by his community.



	Form Genuine Relationships with People; Don’t Treat Them as Projects.
Loving people should not be seen as a tool for getting access to someone so you can do your work fixing them. Loving people means more than just saving them. If you’re turning another person into a project, stop it. Treat them like your peer and not someone to be manipulated and shaped for their own good.



	Actions Speak Louder Than Words.
People will figure out whether they like you, want to be close to you, or have anything to learn from you by how you behave, far more than by anything you say.



	When Talking about Religious and Philosophical Matters, Ask More Questions and Do Less Preaching.
People just like to be heard and they like people who listen to them. And they will feel more trust in you the more that they open up to you. You have to overcome the temptation to make your attempts to persuade others all about how you feel and what you think. Your focus must be on what the person you’re persuading feels and thinks.



	Don’t Give Unsolicited Advice or Judgments. Support People and Wait for Them to Ask for Your Input If They Want It.
Ask if they want your advice before giving it. . . . I think you have to trust that a morally perfect God can save people without you acting in exploitative and manipulative ways.



	Appreciate That Nominal Christians Are Christians Too.
People are extremely complicated. If you are walking through the world categorizing everyone you meet into two categories —True Christians vs. The Unsaved —you are not only being shamefully judgmental, but you are risking alienating yourself from those you want to see saved.



	Don’t Try to Force Others into Christian Participation.
Don’t be the Christian who tries . . . to turn your entire common spaces —your workplace, your living room, your school, your book club, your government, etc. —into specifically Christian contexts. Don’t try to rope everyone into prayers or other acts of worship or acknowledgment of Jesus. . . . Make it so all participation in Christianity is free and chosen by all the participants.



	Understand Atheists and Embrace the Opportunity Confrontational Atheists Afford You.
Don’t ignore our rational concerns, interests, and preoccupations or you will be wasting your time. . . . When you find one of us who is rather willing to have an argument with you, be grateful we are interested in talking to you about your faith. Rejoice!



	Respect Other Religions Even as You Evangelize Their Members.
Have confidence that if your faith is true and superior that just comparing faiths in an in-depth way with someone of a different faith will spark this realization, without you having to present yourself as the enlightened one there to save others.[12]

And coming in at number ten:



	Love Your Enemies, Not Just Your Tribe.[13]




For Reflection and Group Discussion:


	What new insights did you gain about Jesus, culture, or yourself as a result of reading this epilogue? What resonated with you? What troubled you?

	Up to now, what has been your overall impression of Christians? In what ways, if any, did the epilogue of Jesus Outside the Lines change your impression? In what ways did it confirm your impression?

	How do you account for the fact that Christians in the Bible and also throughout history have been capable of both horrible and shameful and also lovely and magnificent things?

	Were you surprised to read that so many agnostic or atheist “intellectual titans,” after looking carefully and objectively into the claims of Christianity, became Christians themselves? Why or why not?

	If you are a believer in Jesus, are you willing to lovingly listen to the concerns that nonbelieving people have about Christians and Christianity? If you do not believe in Jesus, are you willing to consider Jesus based on his own merits? Why or why not?

	Sauls gives the last word of his “Christian” book to an atheist. Why do you think he did this? Do you agree or disagree with his approach? Why?
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