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See to it that no one misses the grace of God . . .


Hebrews 12:15










Preface 


I set out to write a book on the endangered state of grace and ended up writing four short books, all related and bound inside the same cover.


I began with a concern that the church is failing in its mission to dispense grace to a world thirsty for it. More and more, surveys show, outsiders view Christians as bearers of bad news, not good news (Part One).


Next I looked for models of how we could do it better, settling on three: pilgrims, activists and artists. From their examples we can all learn what communicates best to a culture running away from faith (Part Two).


Then I sensed a need to step back and ask a basic question that Christians may take for granted: Is the gospel truly good news? And if so, how does it stand up in light of alternatives offered by science, New Age and other beliefs (Part Three)?


Finally, I returned briefly to one of the main stumbling blocks of faith, the confusing role of Christians in a diverse world. For many people, Christians’ involvement in politics has drowned out our message of good news for all. How can we avoid being dismissed as one more lobby group (Part Four)?


All four sections have roots in a book I wrote almost twenty years ago, What’s So Amazing About Grace? Like a sudden thaw in the middle of winter, grace happens at unexpected moments. It stops us short, catches the breath, disarms. If we manipulate it, try to control it, somehow earn it, that would not be grace. Yet not everyone has tasted of that amazing grace, and not everyone believes in it.


In a time of division and discord, grace seems in vanishing supply. Why? And what can we do about it?










Part One


A World Athirst


In the novel The Second Coming, one of Walker Percy’s characters says about Christians, ‘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 the truth? . . . A mystery: If the good news is true, why is not one pleased to hear it?’










Chapter 1


A Great Divide


In general the churches . . . bore for me the same relation to God that billboards did to Coca-Cola: they promoted thirst without quenching it.         John Updike, A Month of Sundays


 


 


As a Christian, I have deep concern about how we represent our faith to others. We are called to proclaim good news of forgiveness and hope, yet I keep coming across evidence that many people do not hear our message as good news.


I decided to write this book after I saw the results of surveys by the George Barna group, conducted in the USA. A few telling statistics jumped off the page. In 1996, 85 per cent of Americans who had no religious commitment still viewed Christianity favourably. Thirteen years later, in 2009, only 16 per cent of young ‘outsiders’ had a favourable impression of Christianity and just 3 per cent had a good impression of evangelicals.1 I wanted to explore what caused that dramatic plunge in such a relatively short time. Why do Christians stir up hostile feelings – and what, if anything, should we do about it?


For more than a decade I’ve had a window into how the modern secular world views Christians, through a book group I belong to. These informed, well-travelled readers include an environmental lawyer, a philosopher who was fired from an American university because of his Marxist views, a child development expert, a pharmacology researcher, a US state auditor, a bankruptcy lawyer, a librarian and a neurologist. Our diverse careers and backgrounds make for lively discussion.


After ranging over ideas sparked by whatever book we’ve just read, the conversation usually drifts back to politics – a sort of substitute religion, apparently. All but one of my book buddies lean strongly to the political left, the sole exception being a libertarian who opposes nearly all government. The group views me as a source of information about a parallel universe that exists beyond their social orbit. ‘You know evangelicals, right?’ I nod yes. Then comes a question like, ‘Can you explain to us why they are so opposed to gay and lesbian marriages?’ I do my best, but the arguments I repeat from leading evangelicals make no sense to this group.


After the 2004 re-election of George W. Bush, the Marxist professor launched into a tirade against right-wing evangelicals. ‘They’re motivated by hate – sheer hate!’ he said. I suggested fear as a possible motive instead, fear of society trending in what conservatives see as a troubling direction. ‘No, it’s hate!’ he insisted, uncharacteristically raising his voice and turning red in the face.


‘Do you know any right-wing evangelicals personally?’ I asked. 


‘Not really,’ he admitted a bit sheepishly, though he said he had known many in his youth. Like most of those in my book group, he had grown up in the church, in his case among Seventh-day Adventists.


Many similar conversations have taught me that religion represents a huge threat to those who see themselves as a minority of agnostics in a land of belief. Nonbelievers tend to regard evangelicals as a legion of morals police determined to impose their notion of right behaviour on others. To them, Christians are anti-abortion, anti-gay, anti-women – probably anti-sex, for that matter – and most of them home-school their children to avoid defilement. Christians sometimes help with social problems, say by running soup kitchens and homeless shelters, but otherwise they differ little from Muslim fanatics who want to enforce sharia law on their societies.


A research group based in Phoenix was surprised to encounter the degree of abuse directed towards Christians, antagonism that went far beyond a difference of opinion on issues. According to the company president, ‘Evangelicals were called illiterate, greedy, psychos, racist, stupid, narrow-minded, bigots, idiots, fanatics, nut cases, screaming loons, delusional, simpletons, pompous, morons, cruel, nitwits, and freaks, and that’s just a partial list . . . Some people don’t have any idea what evangelicals actually are or what they believe – they just know they can’t stand evangelicals.’


The good news isn’t sounding so good these days, at least to some.


 


Mixed Aroma


In a clever metaphor, the apostle Paul writes of ‘the aroma of Christ’ that can have a very different effect depending on the nose: ‘To the one, we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life.’ My assignments as a journalist take me to places where Christians give off a perfumed aroma and also to places where Christians offend the nostrils.


The United States is undergoing a marked change in its attitude towards religion, and Christians there face new challenges. When a blogger named Marc Yoder wrote about ‘10 Surprising Reasons Our Kids Leave Church’, based on interviews in Texas (a comparatively religious state), his post went viral. Instead of a hundred or so hits, his website got more than half a million. ‘There’s no easy way to say this,’ wrote Yoder, in words that struck a nerve: ‘The American Evangelical church has lost, is losing and will almost certainly continue to lose our youth.’2 If we don’t adapt we will end up talking to ourselves in ever-dwindling numbers.


What lies behind the downward trend? I got some insight from a friend of mine in Chicago who once worked on the staff of Willow Creek Community Church, one of the nation’s largest churches. Daniel Hill took a side job as a barista at a local Starbucks where, he now realises, his pastoral education truly began.


‘When Christians talk to you, they act as if you are a robot,’ said one customer when the conversation turned to religion. ‘They have an agenda to promote, and if you don’t agree with them, they’re done with you.’ Often Hill heard an anything-goes attitude: ‘I don’t personally follow Christianity, but I figure whatever makes you happy, do it.’ As one person told him, ‘Look, we all know that “God” is out there at some level, but no one has a right to tell another person what “God” looks like for them. Each person is free to express that however they want, but they should keep their opinions to themselves.’


During his time at the coffee shop, Hill heard two distinct approaches to the faith. ‘Pre-Christians’ seemed open and receptive when the topic of religion came up. They had no real hostility and could imagine themselves connecting with a church one day. In contrast, ‘post-Christians’ harboured bad feelings. Some carried memories of past wounds: a church split, a domineering parent, a youth director or priest guilty of sexual abuse, a nasty divorce which the church handled clumsily. Others had simply absorbed the media’s negative stereotypes of rabid fundamentalists and scandal-prone television evangelists.


Listening to Hill’s stories, I thought back to C.S. Lewis’s analogy of communicating faith in secular Britain. It’s the difference between courting a divorcée and a virgin, Lewis told a friend in a letter. A divorcée won’t easily fall for sweet nothings from a suitor – she’s heard them all before – and has a basic distrust of romance. In modern America, Hill estimates, around three-quarters of young ‘outsiders’ qualify as post-Christian, the ‘divorcées’ of faith.


Not everyone falls into a neat category, of course, but I found Daniel Hill’s perspective helpful. I began to think through my own contacts with people who have no faith commitment. Having lived in Hill’s home city of Chicago, I must agree with his assessment of young urban dwellers. No one else in our six-unit apartment block went to church, and most of them viewed Christians with suspicion. Some of my book group friends in Colorado also fit the post-Christian category.


On the other hand, large portions of the American South and Midwest remain open to faith and qualify as ‘pre-Christian’. I grew up in the religion-soaked South, and on return visits I’m always struck by the difference in attitudes towards religion there. The Bible Belt largely accepts the framework of the gospel. There is a God (don’t American coins affirm ‘In God We Trust’?); we have sinned (country music spells out the salacious details); and Jesus provides a way to forgive those sins (you can still see ‘Repent’ or ‘Jesus Saves’ slogans on some Southern barns and billboards). Hit the radio’s ‘scan’ button while driving in the South, and there’s a good chance you’ll hear a testimony from someone recounting their once-wayward life, now transformed by a born-again conversion experience.


On my travels to other places, too – Africa, Latin America, parts of Asia – I see the continuing appeal of the basic Christian message. People there associate Christians with missionaries who came to them as pastors, teachers, doctors and nurses, agricultural experts and relief workers. The gospel answers questions of meaning, holds out the promise of an afterlife and provides a community of support for those in need. To many in the world it still sounds like good news, a Godspell to break the dark spell that shadows so much of life on earth.


When I return to America from those trips it comes as a shock when people in my home country speak of Christians more ­sinisterly. Post-Christians hear the same music as if distorted through cracked speakers. Evangelists who speak of sin come across as shrewish and hectoring: What gives them the right to judge my behaviour, especially when so many of them mess up their own lives? Doctrines such as the Trinity, the atonement, original sin and hell seem baffling, even incomprehensible, and who can legitimately claim truth anyway? People who live in prosperous countries, intent on enjoying this life, pay little heed to the idea of an afterlife. And a string of New Atheists upbraid all religion as bad news, a primary source of fanaticism and wars – one called the atrocities of 9/11 ‘a faith-based initiative’ – and long for the day when the human species will finally outgrow its need for religion.


In Europe, the seat of Christian faith for most of its history, many do not give it a thought. Barely a third of French and British survey respondents even believe that God exists. While visiting France I spoke to a Campus Crusade worker who had practised evangelism in Florida before moving to Europe. Carrying a clipboard, he would walk up to strangers and ask, ‘If you died and God asked why you should be allowed into heaven, what would you say?’ That approach got mixed results in Florida, but in France he was met with blank stares; he might as well have been speaking Urdu. Now he leads with the question, ‘Do you believe in God?’ and the typical French response goes something like this: ‘What a fascinating question! Let me think. I’ve never really considered it before.’


As I travel internationally I feel like a commuter between post-Christian and pre-Christian societies. The cultural divide stands out sharply in the US, where Christians remain a force to be reckoned with. Some Christians respond to the divide by making harsh judgements about the people they disagree with – one of the main reasons why evangelicals have an unsavoury reputation. I cringe when I hear such words, and respond by keeping mostly quiet about my faith. Neither approach is healthy.


Jesus granted his followers the immense privilege of dispensing God’s grace to a thirsty world. As one who has drunk deeply of that grace, I want to offer it to a world adrift. How can we communicate truly good news to a culture running away from it?


 


Good News, Squandered


The Quakers have a saying: ‘An enemy is one whose story we have not heard.’ To communicate to post-Christians, I must first listen to their stories for clues to how they view the world and how they view people like me. Those conversations are what led to the title of this book. Although God’s grace is as amazing as ever, in my divided country– and elsewhere – it seems in vanishing supply.


I’ve asked strangers and casual acquaintances, ‘Why do Christians stir up such negative feelings?’ Some bring up past atrocities, such as the widespread belief that the church executed eight or nine million witches (a figure that serious historians believe is exaggerated by 99 per cent). I’ve heard complaints about strict Protestant or Catholic schools and tales of clergy intolerance – didn’t John Lennon get kicked out of his boyhood church for laughing at an inappropriate time? Others repeat stor­ies similar to that of Steve Jobs (the late founder of the Apple empire), who left church when the pastor had no answer for his questions about God and the starving children of Africa. The comedian Cathy Ladman expresses a common view: ‘All religions are the same: religion is basically guilt with different holidays.’


Neighbourhoods that once welcomed churches now file lawsuits against them, not just because of traffic and parking issues but because ‘We don’t want a church in our community!’ Animosity goes public when a prominent sports figure talks freely about faith. A few years ago, American football quarterback Tim Tebow and basketball player Jeremy Lin attracted praise from Christians who appreciated their clean lifestyles and their willingness to discuss their beliefs. At the same time sports-talk radio, websites, blogs and late-night comedians mercilessly mocked the two.


To our shame the church, or pockets of it here and there, can give good reason for aversion. When I took a break from writing this chapter I turned on CNN and watched a report on a pastor in North Carolina who proposes that we round up all ‘lesbians and queers’ inside a huge fence, perhaps a hundred miles around, and air-drop food to them. Eventually they’ll become extinct, he crows, since they don’t reproduce. That same week a congregation in Indiana wildly applauded a seven-year-old boy who sang his composition, ‘Ain’t no homos gonna go to heaven’. And after the Sandy Hook school shootings in Connecticut, a prominent evangelical spokesman placed the blame on gays, iPods, evolution and Supreme Court rulings against school prayer.


Recently I received a letter from an agnostic friend furious about Christians’ behaviour at her mother’s funeral. She described the ‘fear-mongering come-to-Jesus-now proselytising from the pulpit’ by a pastor from ‘Grace (ironically) Community Something Megachurch’. She added, ‘The only reason I did not climb over the pews and flee was the respect for my mother’s evangelical faith.’ Several who attended the funeral said to her, ‘If one person accepted Christ during the service, then your mother’s death was worth it.’


The 2004 film Saved! gives a glimpse into how the broader culture views Christians. Directed by Brian Dannelly, who as a child managed to get expelled from both a Catholic elementary school and a Baptist high school, the film wavers between biting satire and over-the-top comedy. A prissy believer named Hilary Faye leads a singing group, the Christian Jewels, who kidnap potential converts and try to exorcise their demons. The school’s sole Jewish student, a rebel, fakes speaking in tongues and rips open her blouse during chapel. The parents of a gay teenager send him to a Christian rehab centre – with the incongruous name Mercy House – for a one-year treatment programme. Meanwhile Mary, who seduced him in an attempt to cure him of homosexuality, learns she is pregnant. The unfolding plot exposes all the Christians as hypocrites, with Hilary Faye at the top of the list, just above her philandering pastor.


In the final scene the gay character escapes from Mercy House and joins others in Mary’s hospital room after she gives birth. Even the judgemental hypocrites begin to soften. The message is clear. Why can’t we accept each other’s differences – in beliefs, morality, sexual preferences and everything else? Why can’t we all just get along?


Nowadays the principle of tolerance rules above all others, and any religion that claims a corner on truth is suspect. Combine that with Christians’ reputation for judging others’ behaviour, and no wonder opposition heats up. As one critic remarked, ‘Most people I meet assume that Christian means very conservative, entrenched in their thinking, anti-gay, anti-choice, angry, violent, illogical, empire builders; they want to convert everyone, and they generally cannot live peacefully with anyone who doesn’t believe what they believe.’


Jesus never commanded us to score well in opinion polls, but as I mull over the list of words people use to describe Christians, I wonder how we can act as salt and yeast within a society that views us so negatively.


 


Modern Samaria


Am I overreacting? I wondered whether negative feelings against religion were a local phenomenon until I came across a poll of eighteen thousand people in twenty-three countries. In preparation for a 2010 debate between Britain’s former prime minister Tony Blair and the atheist Christopher Hitchens, the Toronto sponsors commissioned a simple survey. Here are the poll results on the question, ‘Is religion a force for good?’


 


 Country                 % who answer Yes


 Saudi Arabia                 92


 Indonesia                 91


 India                         69


 United States                 65


 Russia                         59


 Italy                         50


 Turkey                         43


 Canada                 36


 Australia                 32


 Great Britain                 29


 Japan                         29


 France                         24


 Belgium                 21


 Sweden                 19


 


In total, 52 per cent of those surveyed judged that religion does more harm than good. Although the poll did not delve into what might lie behind such responses, I could not help noting that with a few exceptions the countries that had the most history with Christianity – especially in Europe – had the least respect for religion as a force for good. In contrast, Russia scored much higher, despite its atheist leaders’ attempts to stamp out religion in the last century. I also noted that the poll did not include countries in Africa and South America that are experiencing a resurgence in religious faith.


The United States retains a basic respect for religion, though it may be following European trends: surveys show a steady rise in the ‘nones’ (now one-third of those under the age of thirty), that is, those who claim no religion, a category now larger than all Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Methodists and Lutherans combined.


While pondering the poll results, I recalled an article Tim Stafford wrote for Christianity Today a few years back. Using parallels to biblical times, he said that Christians in the US sometimes think we live in Babylon, as refugees stuck in a culture that trumpets values hostile to our faith (think Hollywood movies). Actually, we live in something more like Samaria. In Jesus’ day the Samaritans lived just down the road from their cousins the Jews, and despite having much in common the two groups could not get along. Like estranged family members, they nursed grudges. To the Jews, Samaritans were heretics, plain and simple. John’s Gospel reports, ‘Jews do not associate with Samaritans.’


Oddly enough, groups that are closest to each other may spark the strongest enmity. The world outside Rwanda and Yugoslavia had trouble just keeping straight the differences between Hutu and Tutsi or Bosniak, Serb and Croat – even as the groups themselves were slaughtering each other over those differences. And now we look at Middle East violence and struggle to understand the rancour between Shiite and Sunni Muslims. People who are the-same-but-not-quite-the-same can somehow generate more hatred than two groups with more obvious otherness. That was true in Jesus’ time. The Pharisees used the ‘S-word’ when insulting Jesus, accusing him of being ‘a Samaritan and demon-possessed’. And when Samaritan villagers did not welcome Jesus, his disciples suggested calling down fire from heaven to destroy them.


‘The problem is not that my religion is strange,’ says Stafford. ‘The problem is that my religion is familiar. Like Samaritans and Jews, Christians and non-Christians have a partly shared worldview (our Western traditions, which include the Bible), a shared point of origin (Christendom), and well-defined points of contention (the exclusivity of Christ). We are familiar with what each other believes. We’re suspicious of one another. So we start off with a grudge.’


I think of my friends in the book group, who support such causes as human rights, education, democracy and compassion for the weak, most of which stem from Christian roots. Yet they now view Christians as a powerful threat to those causes. Meanwhile, conservative Christians look at secularists and also see a powerful threat. They’re the ones who took prayer out of schools and who denounce religious displays at Christmas. More, they betrayed our Christian heritage by redefining marriage and legalising abortion, and now they’re pushing for assisted suicide. Both groups, secular and Christian, tend to isolate themselves and judge the other without much dialogue or interaction.


I got a taste of the passionate feelings behind the culture wars when I posted a quote on my Facebook site from the late Andy Rooney, a well-known American radio and television writer. ‘I’ve decided I’m against abortion,’ said Rooney. ‘I think it’s murder. But I have a dilemma in that I much prefer the pro-choice to the pro-life people. I’d much rather eat dinner with a group of the former.’ A mild firestorm erupted as responders posted comments. Some blasted Rooney for being nothing but a TV celebrity with no real credibility. Others defended pro-life volunteers, drawing a contrast between them and the obnoxious other side. One woman wrote, ‘What point are you trying to make here? That you, like Rooney, find the company of those who support the murder of innocents to be more superficially pleasing than the company of those who believe in protecting those babies? How fleshly of you . . . Your post makes me sick.’


In short, the responses underscored Andy Rooney’s point. Would I want to eat dinner with the flame-throwers who posted comments on my site? I replied – and here is a recurring theme in this book – that the issue is not whether I agree with someone but rather how I treat someone with whom I profoundly disagree. We Christians are called to use the ‘weapons of grace’, which means treating even our opponents with love and respect.


As usual, Jesus shows the way. When the Pharisees taunted him as ‘a Samaritan and demon-possessed’, he denied the ­accusation of demon-possession but did not protest against the racial slur. He rebuked the disciples for their call for violence against the Samaritans. Pointedly, he made a Samaritan the hero of one of his finest parables. He went out of his way to visit a Samaritan village and commanded his Jewish disciples to take the gospel to other such villages.


Eventually the disciples got the point: when Samaritans became Christ-followers with ‘great joy’ after Jesus’ ascension, they received the Holy Spirit through the ministry of Peter and John – the same John who had once called for fire from heaven to destroy them.


 


Signs of Thirst


Some who spurn faith wear their atheism proudly, as a sign of defiance. (The German writer Heinrich Böll commented, ‘I don’t like these atheists; they are always talking about God.’) Others discard faith more wistfully or seek alternatives in New Age or other religions. Still others reject the church but not Jesus. All of them are reacting against a faith that no longer sounds like good news.


The same surveys that track the rise of the ‘nones’, who have no religious affiliation, show that only a small minority of them claim to be atheists. Many still call themselves religious, though they have not found a spiritual home. I have tried to listen to the uncommitted, not as opponents but as seekers who are still looking. Why did they leave the church and perhaps the faith? What can we learn from them, and how can we invite them back? Can the good news, once spoiled, ever sound good again?


Jesus ‘came from the Father, full of grace and truth’, wrote John in the preface to his Gospel. The church has worked ­tirelessly on the truth part of that formula: witness the church councils, creeds, volumes of theology and denominational splits over minor points of doctrine. I yearn for the church to compete just as hard in conveying what Paul calls the ‘incomparable riches’ of God’s grace. Often, it seems, we’re perceived more as guilt dispensers than as grace dispensers.


John records one close-up encounter between Jesus and a Samaritan woman. Knowing well the antipathy between the two groups, she marvelled that a Jewish rabbi would even speak to her. At one point she brought up one of the disputed points of doctrine: Who had the proper place of worship, the Jews or the Samaritans? Jesus deftly sidestepped the question and bore in on a far more important issue: her unquenched thirst. He offered her not judgement but a lasting solution to her guilt over an unsettled life. To her and her alone he openly identified himself as Messiah, and chose her as a grace dispenser. Her transformation captured the attention of the whole town, and Jesus stayed for two days among the ‘heretics’, attracting many converts.


That scene of Jesus and the Samaritan woman came up during a day I spent with the author Henri Nouwen at his home in Toronto. He had just returned from San Francisco, where he spent a week in an AIDS clinic visiting patients who, in the days before antiretroviral drugs, faced a certain and agonising death. ‘I’m a priest, and as part of my job I listen to people’s stories,’ he told me. ‘So I went up and down the ward asking the patients, most of them young men, if they wanted to talk.’


Nouwen went on to say that his prayers changed after that week. As he listened to accounts of promiscuity and addiction and self-destructive behaviour, he heard hints of a thirst for love that had never been quenched. From then on he prayed, ‘God, help me to see others not as my enemies or as ungodly but rather as thirsty people. And give me the courage and compassion to offer your Living Water, which alone quenches deep thirst.’


That day with the gentle priest has stayed with me. Now, whenever I encounter strident sceptics who mock my beliefs, or people whose behaviour I find offensive, I remind myself of Henri Nouwen’s prayer. I ask God to keep me from rushing to judgement, or bristling with self-defence. Let me see them as thirsty people, I pray, and teach me how best to present the Living Water.


Graham Greene wrote a novel, A Burnt-out Case, with autobio­graphical overtones about a renowned architect of churches who concludes that his works have been defiled by the worshippers who use them. Finding no more meaning in art or pleasure, and distraught over the suicide of his lover, the architect travels to a leprosarium in Congo run by Catholic missionaries and gains new energy as he oversees the building of a hospital for the leprosy patients.


Meanwhile the architect’s servant, named Deo Gratias, disappears in the jungle. In a poignant scene, the architect wanders through the dark thicket calling out for his stumped, leprous servant: ‘Deo Gratias, Deo Gratias . . .’


He was calling, quite literally, for the grace of God. In different ways we all do in some form, we Christians, pre-Christians and post-Christians. We thirst.


 





1 Sources, including Bible references, are given at the end of the book.


 


2 According to Barna surveys, 61 per cent of today’s youth in the States had been churched at one point during their teen years but are now spiritually disengaged.










Chapter 2


Grace Endangered


But you take pleasure in the faces


Of those who know they thirst.


Rainer Maria Rilke


 


 


The British writer Theodore Dalrymple confesses, ‘It is not as easy as one might suppose to rid oneself of the notion of God.’ After conceding that he is not a believer, he then proceeds to describe the void. Believing there is no God does not make the thirst go away.


 


Few of us, especially as we grow older, are entirely comfortable with the idea that life is full of sound and fury but signifies nothing. However much philosophers tell us that it is illogical to fear death, and that at worst it is only the process of dying that we should fear, people still fear death as much as ever. In like fashion, however many times philosophers say that it is up to us ourselves, and to no one else, to find the meaning of life, we continue to long for a transcendent purpose . . . To tell us that we should not feel this longing is a bit like telling someone in the first flush of love that the object of his affections is not worthy of them. The heart hath its reasons that reason knows not of.


 


For those who tune in, the longings whisper loudly. A teenager sits in his darkened bedroom wondering if anyone cares whether he lives or dies. A woman addicted to painkillers fingers a Styrofoam cup of coffee at a recovery group, wanting something less vague than a ‘Higher Power’. A long-married couple stare out of the restaurant window on their anniversary, awkwardly silent because they have nothing more to say. One therapist lists the complaints he hears from clients each day – emptiness, vague depression, a yearning for personal fulfilment, a hunger for spirituality – and diagnoses a ‘loss of soul’, a void that modern culture fails to satisfy with its lure of entertainment and material goods.


I’m convinced that human beings instinctively seek two things. We long for meaning, a sense that our life somehow matters to the world around us. And we long for community, a sense of being loved.


Although Christians and the uncommitted may agree on a diagnosis, we disagree on the cure. Unlike the Samaritan woman, not everyone chooses to sample the Living Water that Jesus promised would quench thirst. To mention one example, the daughter of the famous atheist Bertrand Russell says that her father’s ‘whole life was a search for God . . . Somewhere at the back of my father’s mind, at the bottom of his heart, in the depths of his soul, there was an empty space that had once been filled by God, and he never found anything else to put in it.’


In Bertrand Russell’s own words, ‘There is darkness without and when I die there will be darkness within.’ What kept the phil­osopher from faith?


Russell’s daughter mentions one reason. ‘I would have liked to convince my father that I had found what he had been looking for, the ineffable something he had longed for all his life. I would have liked to persuade him that the search for God does not have to be vain. But it was hopeless. He had known too many blind Christians, bleak moralists who sucked the joy from life and persecuted their opponents; he would never have been able to see the truth they were hiding.’


Sadly, many spiritual seekers I know tell stories similar to Bertrand Russell’s, finding in the church neither a sense of community nor a resolution to their search. Church ends up turning them away from God rather than towards God. It strikes them as boring and formulaic, its community insular, its doctrine intolerant. A neighbour of mine put it well: ‘I tried religion. I spent eight years in Catholic schools, attended Mass every day and then on Sunday. The whole time I was sitting there I wanted to get out. I’m really supposed to believe that I’ll burn in hell forever because I missed a day of Mass or broke a vow during Lent?’


Another acquaintance railed against Christians for fostering a spirit of ‘us versus them’. Christians assume they have the one right answer to life’s problems, an attitude that strikes her as arrogant and condescending. To her, church comes across as a private club that values outsiders mainly as potential members. ‘It seems to completely undermine sincere relationship building if you are looking at people as “targets” to convert,’ she said. She went on, passion flaming, until suddenly she caught herself for being too negative and cynical.


‘There is so much I am still trying to figure out,’ she added pensively. ‘But I do think honest critique is important . . . I’m just in the process of figuring out what it means to do it in love.’ In that comment about herself, this woman may have put her finger on the core problem with Christians communicating faith: we do not always do so in love. That is an indispensable starting point to presenting faith in a grace-full way.


 


Love


‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view . . . until you climb into his skin and walk around in it,’ said Atticus Finch, the fictional lawyer in To Kill a Mockingbird. According to the experts, that process is not so simple, and actually involves four encounters, not just two.


Imagine that I encounter a Muslim for the very first time. I meet him and he meets me. Lurking like ghosts behind those two encounters, though, are two more: my image of who he is and his image of who I am. I think of terrorists and the Taliban; he thinks of American drone missiles and internet pornography. We both have our vision clouded by preconceptions formed from news stories, Hollywood films and all the other stereotypes involved when two races and cultures confront each other.


Something similar happens when I meet an atheist. As soon as I tell him I am a Christian writer and he tells me he is an atheist, the preconceptions kick in. For true dialogue to occur, we must cut through those stereotypes and genuinely consider the other’s point of view. Perhaps this is part of what Jesus meant when he said, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’


I thought about this process when I came across four common complaints about Christians in a magazine published by Christianity Today:


 


• You don’t listen to me.


• You judge me.


• Your faith confuses me.


• You talk about what’s wrong instead of making it right.


 


Reviewing these complaints, it occurs to me that Christians fail to communicate to others because we ignore basic principles in relationship. When we make condescending judgements, or proclaim lofty words that don’t translate into action, or simply speak without first listening, we fail to love – and thus deter a thirsty world from Living Water. The good news about God’s grace goes unheard.


I doubt God keeps track of how many arguments we win; God may indeed keep track of how well we love. When I ask, ‘Tell me the first word that comes to your mind when I say Christian,’ not one time has someone suggested the word love. Yet without question that is the proper biblical answer. ‘As I have loved you, so you must love one another,’ Jesus commanded his disciples at the Last Supper. He said the world will know we are Christians – and, moreover, will know who he is – when his followers are united in love.


God has a large stake in how we love. John adds that through love we make known an invisible God: ‘No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.’ In his famous chapter on love in 1 Corinthians 13, Paul declared that without love all our words and deeds dissonate, like an annoying cymbal or clanging gong – irritating noises that call to mind some of the words people use to describe Christians.


A friend of mine who worked as a consultant in the corporate world reviewed all the courses he had taken – and taught – on principles of good management. It occurred to him that he had never taken a course in how to love, even though the Bible presents it as the primary command in life. At a gathering I attended, he asked us to think about one question: ‘When have I felt loved?’ I came up with a list: when someone listens to me attentively, makes me feel important, encourages me (and sometimes even challenges me), cares for me when I’m hurting, gives me an unexpected gift.


Then he told us that when he guided some of his clients through this same exercise, one female executive in a dysfunctional company decided to put the principles into practice. Although her company discouraged fraternising, this woman started going down the hall and stopping in offices to visit her employees, with no real agenda. The first person was terrified, thinking she had come into his office to fire him. ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘I just figured that after three years of working together, I should get to know you.’


She spent time with all thirteen of her employees, until one day her own boss called her in. ‘I don’t know what the hell you’re doing,’ he said, ‘but this company was almost bankrupt. It turned around, and when I asked our personnel what happened, everybody said you were responsible.’


Most conversions come about as an outgrowth of friendship. All the expensive and well-designed programmes of evangelism and church growth combined produce only a fraction of the results of simple friendship. In the words of Tim Keller, ‘Don’t think in terms of what used to be called friendship evangelism. Think in terms of friendship. Your evangelism should be organic and natural, not a bunch of bullet points and agenda items that you enter into a conversation hoping to get to so you’re almost like a marketer.’


Here’s a good test of how well we love: Are other people glad to be with us? Somehow Jesus managed to attract the kind of people frowned upon by most religious types, and yet those renegades clearly liked being with Jesus. Think of the prostitute who crashed a dinner party and anointed him with expensive perfume, or of Zacchaeus, a tax collector scorned by his neighbours as a Roman collaborator. Rather than judging them, Jesus loved and honoured them, and in the process brought to the surface a thirst that only he could satisfy.


 


The Stranger


There is a natural human tendency to withdraw into an enclave and associate with people just like us, avoiding opposition from those who see the world differently.


I admit, I prefer the ease of a gathering of like-minded friends to the awkwardness of other social encounters. ‘So, you’re a writer . . . what kind of books do you write?’ The correct answer goes something like this: ‘I write books of popular theology exploring universal human questions.’ In many settings, if I give that answer eyes will glaze over or open wide in alarm and the questioner will quickly slide away. Yet these are the very conversations I need: first, to sharpen my own beliefs, and second, to live out my faith. It takes no grace to relate to someone who looks, thinks and acts just like me.


According to Jonathan Sacks, the former chief rabbi of Great Britain, ‘The Hebrew Bible [Old Testament] in one verse commands, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself,” but in no fewer than 36 places commands us to “love the stranger”.’ He adds, ‘The supreme religious challenge is to see God’s image in one who is not in our image.’


All too often Christians take the opposite approach. Some demonise opponents, branding them ‘secular humanists’ or ‘heretics’ or ‘perverts’, and then retreat into a fortress mentality. Not long ago the novelist Anne Rice, who had been outspoken about her conversion a few years before, announced, ‘I quit being a Christian . . . I remain committed to Christ . . . but not to being “Christian” or to being part of Christianity. It’s simply impossible for me to “belong” to this quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group.’ She cited Christians’ antagonism to gay people as a major factor in her decision.


Politics especially encourages adversary relationships – the opposite of love – and Christians who enter the cultural fray are prone to caricature those with whom they disagree as liberal or even immoral, and to shun them. The radical Southern preacher Will Campbell learned of a church that was suing a nearby topless bar. ‘Imagine, suing them!’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t we want to be close to sinners, befriend them, convert them?’


Love has the power to win over the stranger. A news event in 1995 shocked both sides in the culture wars controversy. Norma Leah McCorvey, the ‘Jane Roe’ of the famous Roe v. Wade Supreme Court abortion case of 1973, converted to Christ, got baptised and joined the pro-life campaign. Most astoundingly, it was the director of the anti-abortion group Operation Rescue who influenced her. As she tells the story, the change occurred when that director stopped treating her like an antagonist. He apologised for publicly calling her ‘baby killer’ and started spending time with her during her smoking breaks in the car park which, oddly enough, their offices shared. In time McCorvey accepted an invitation to church from a seven-year-old girl whose mother also worked at Operation Rescue. Pro-abortion forces had dismissed McCorvey – her dubious past of drug-dealing, alcohol and promiscuity made bad public relations – but Christian leaders took the time to counsel her in the faith while keeping her out of the spotlight for some time.


In a command found in no other religion, Jesus bids us show love not only to strangers and sinners but also to our outright adversaries. ‘Love your enemies,’ he said in the Sermon on the Mount, and ‘pray for those who persecute you’. Once while speaking to my church I quoted those words of Jesus and flashed onscreen a photo of a dozen al-Qaeda terrorists. I asked, ‘What would happen if every church in the United States adopted a member of al-Qaeda, learned to pronounce his name, and prayed for him?’


A short time later I heard from an army reserve chaplain named Thomas Bruce who took that charge seriously. Just before mobilising for a year of duty in Iraq, he launched the web-based prayer movement Adopt a Terrorist for Prayer. He registered the website as ATFP.org, an ironic echo of the US Defense Department’s own ‘Anti-Terrorism Force Protection’. On it he posts photos of dangerous terrorists from the FBI’s and State Department’s most-wanted lists and invites users to ‘adopt’ one to pray for. A thousand people have done so.


Not everyone appreciates Bruce’s efforts. One person ridiculed him: ‘Christians come up with some goofy stuff. This is right up there. Love your enemies, and your enemies will KILL you.’ Some disagreed with the entire concept: ‘If you harbour anything but hatred for these terrorists, your morality is simply malfunctioning.’


Why would Jesus give such an outrageous command? Perhaps anticipating objections, he provides the answer: ‘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.’ Luke’s version is even more explicit: ‘you will be children of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.’ The more we love, and the more unlikely people we love, the more we resemble God – who, after all, loves ornery creatures like us.


Martin Luther King Jr had much opportunity to practise the principle of ‘loving your enemies’. In a sermon by that title, written in jail after he had been arrested during the Montgomery bus boycott, he explained his method:


 


To our most bitter opponents we say: ‘. . . Do to us what you will, and we shall continue to love you. We cannot in all good conscience obey your unjust laws because noncooperation with evil is as much a moral obligation as is cooperation with good. Throw us in jail and we shall still love you. Bomb our homes and threaten our children, and we shall still love you. Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our community at the midnight hour and beat us and leave us half dead, and we shall still love you. But be ye assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to suffer. One day we shall win freedom but not only for ourselves. We shall so appeal to your heart and conscience that we shall win you in the process and our victory will be a double victory.’


 


Having served on the front lines in Iraq, Thomas Bruce has no mushy illusions about terrorists. Nor does he underestimate the power of love for adversaries, citing an example from the book of Acts. A disciple named Stephen was the first fatality of terrorism directed against Jesus’ followers. As his enemies hurled stones at him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ Later Saul, an active participant in the stoning, met Jesus in a vision and repented.


‘Can we pray today like Stephen prayed then?’ Bruce asks. He adds one more poignant question: ‘Would Saul, who became he apostle Paul, have met Jesus if Stephen hadn’t prayed for his enemies?’


 


Cultured Despisers


Opposition takes different forms, and love faces a stern test when we find ourselves the objects of indifference or a sort of snobbish disdain. The New Atheists openly mock Christians and their beliefs, with Richard Dawkins dismissing all religion as ‘a virus of the mind’. Consider the reaction of Virginia Woolf after she learned of the poet T.S. Eliot’s conversion to Christianity. She wrote to her sister:


 


I have had a most shameful and distressing interview with poor dear Tom Eliot, who may be called dead to us all from this day forward. He has become an Anglo-Catholic, believes in God and immortality, and goes to church. I was really shocked. A corpse would seem to me more credible than he is. I mean, there’s something obscene in a living person sitting by the fire and believing in God.


 


Such attitudes should not surprise us. Paul, the first missionary, met contempt in the cultural centres of Athens and Corinth. A few years after Virginia Woolf, the pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer faced mocking opponents in Nazi Germany, where the nation’s educated elite scorned the church as narrow-minded and hypocritical. Writing to fellow pastors, Bonhoeffer advised that in response to cultured despisers who stand against the church, ‘the quiet service of love is the best spiritual care’.


What does love look like in the face of hostile criticism? A gentle answer turns away wrath, the writer of Proverbs tells us. Are we kind to those who are unkind to us, or do we match their criticism and name-calling?


I have seen how the quiet service of love may disarm despisers, in the compelling example of Dr Francis Collins. No one can dispute Collins’s credentials as a scientist: he holds both a PhD and an MD degree and directed the Human Genome Project towards its triumphant goal of mapping all three billion letters of the human genetic code. Collins also identifies himself as a committed Christian and has engaged in cordial public debates with atheists such as Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins (the latter in a Time cover story).


Due to his Christian faith, Francis Collins’s nomination to head the National Institutes of Health, America’s largest scientific organisation, attracted strident criticism. One scientist accused Collins of suffering from dementia, and another complained, ‘I don’t want American science to be represented by a clown.’ Sceptics scoffed at his respect for the Bible. When American TV host Bill Maher told Richard Dawkins (falsely) that Collins believed in a talking snake, Dawkins replied, ‘He’s not a bright guy.’


In time, though, Collins won over most of his critics. As I have watched his career, one thing impresses me more than his many achievements: how he treats his opponents. On periodic visits to Oxford he has tea with Richard Dawkins. Similarly, he met often with the militant atheist Christopher Hitchens, author of God Is Not Great. And when Collins learned that Hitchens had oesophageal cancer, he called to offer help: ‘As NIH director I approve many government-funded research grants, and I know about some rather cutting-edge approaches based on cancer genomics.’ Over the next few months he spent hours with the Hitchens family going over options for treatment.


Christopher Hitchens lived with his cancer for a year and a half, an ordeal that he chronicled in regular columns for Vanity Fair magazine. He told of receiving hateful messages from Christians, including one who, believing mistakenly that Hitchens had throat cancer, rejoiced that ‘he got cancer in the one part of his body he used for blasphemy . . . THEN comes the real fun, when he’s sent to HELLFIRE forever to be tortured and set afire’.


Yet one of Hitchens’ last columns paid tribute to Francis Collins, whom he described as ‘one of the greatest living Americans’ and ‘our most selfless Christian physician’. He wrote, ‘This great humanitarian is also a devotee of C.S. Lewis and in his book The Language of God has set out the case for making science compatible with faith . . . I know Francis, too, from various public and private debates over religion. He has been kind enough to visit me in his own time and to discuss all sorts of novel treatments, only recently even imaginable, that might apply to my case.’
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