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To Isaiah—
May you do justice,
love mercy,
and walk humbly with our God.





  


    Preface to the Signature Edition


    

      We need good news now more than ever.


      Our culture has broken off into opposing camps: conservatives versus progressives, working class versus elites, vaccinated versus unvaccinated, secular versus religious. We’re deeply divided. So much so that many of us don’t want to hear out views that contradict our own anymore. And for people who don’t label themselves as Christian, the people of God seem ignorant, backward, bigoted, exclusionary, narrow minded and out of touch.


      In the past, the culture thought we Christians had something to offer, even if it disagreed. Now, instead, the culture—with all of its values—is trying to evangelize to us.


      In times like these, we might even wonder if we actually have good news to share.


      So it seems to me that the need for what’s in this book hasn’t waned. If anything, it feels more necessary. Going back to the essentials of the gospel is deeply needed in any generation, and we need to create ways to effectively communicate the good news of the Christian faith. But perhaps more importantly, it’s crucial to recapture for ourselves that sense that the gospel is truly good and beautiful news if we want to share it with others in ways that will matter.


      Since the release of this book, I’ve been humbled by its wide reception. It’s crossed generational lines, national borders and denominational divides. In its attempt to connect the narrative arc of the Scriptures to American college students, it also found its way to invite many faith communities and would-be followers of Jesus into the same, age-old Story.


      But this book’s greatest gift to me was seeing the transformation in people’s lives. Early on, I was sitting in the bleacher section at a large conference when they announced that True Story was available at the bookstore. An attendee behind me said to her friend,“I reconverted to Christianity because of that book!” I immediately turned around and said,“I’m so encouraged!” Not knowing who I was, she asked,“Why?”


      Recently, I had a chance to read this book aloud to my boys. My kids can be cruel critics, but I can still stand by what’s written. But there is one thing I’d change to be even clearer. Before, I had described three movements in sharing the gospel: decision to transformation, individual to community, and afterlife to mission life. And although I emphasized the shift toward the latter parts of the pairs, I want to acknowledge more strongly that both sides of the pair are needed. I’d like to replace “——>” with “&”:
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      I think that more clearly describes what I hope for: a gospel that seeks both a decision and transformation, where change happens in the individual and through community, and where it address both the afterlife and the mission life.


      But I’m thankful that you’ll get to see this work again, published anew as a part of the IVP Signature Collection. I’m thankful to those at InterVarsity Press and InterVarsity/USA and colleagues, partners, friends and family that made this all possible. And I hope that this book will help again, in a time that desperately needs it, to offer a chance to share the gospel as the good and beautiful news it truly is.
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      Back in college I started a Bible study with eight friends who didn’t follow Jesus. Each week we met in our fraternity’s chapter room and studied the Scriptures together. Any question about Jesus or Christianity was fair game, and the conversation floated easily between the outrageous and the sublime. And I’d often have to say, “Sure, that’s an interesting point, but what does the text say?” We had a good time with lots of laughter, and we always left the heavy wooden sliding door half open in case a fraternity brother wanted to stop by and join in.


      One week someone did. During our Bible study I noticed Keith* just outside the chapter room. He leaned back against the wall with his arms crossed and listened to our conversation. I invited him in, but he felt fine where he was. So we continued the study, and I taught that our sins had separated us from God, but Jesus died in our place so that we could have eternal life in heaven. Keith suddenly interrupted us with an edgy voice: “So, you think I’m going to hell?”


      All heads turned to Keith, and then to me. I took a deep breath and said, “You don’t have to. You have the chance to be in heaven one day. You can accept Jesus into your heart.” I honestly thought it was a solid answer. But his face fell and tears started to fall. His voice shook when he asked, “But what if my parents don’t become Christians?”


      I started to say, “They have a chance too, if they . . .”


      But he shot back quickly, “If my parents are going to hell, then I’d rather be in hell with my family than be in heaven alone!” As abruptly as he had entered the conversation, he turned hard and left.


      “But . . .”


      I wanted to share so much more. Following Jesus is about more than heaven and hell, or who’s in or out. Isn’t it? But instead I felt like the bad guy. The word evangelism comes from the Greek word euangelion, which literally means “good news.” I wanted to share good news, but the message clearly didn’t feel all that good to Keith. The rest of the Bible study thought it was a bit harsh too. I had the sinking feeling that this message might not feel good to many of my friends.


      It’s easy to be afraid of coming off as irrelevant, offensive, exclusionary and closed-minded when talking about the gospel. And these days no one wants to be closed-minded. Sharing our faith can feel like putting ourselves in front of the firing squad of shame and rejection. We deal with enough of that in everyday life—why add more? It’s demotivating: why share a message that will draw scorn and ridicule? We want to keep our friends, not push them away, right? Ultimately, we don’t really feel like we have good news to share. At least, not to them. But that makes me wonder if we really have what Jesus taught in the first place. Because when he taught it, it must’ve felt like good news.


      While I don’t want to water down the message just to say what others want to hear, I do want to share what Jesus came to teach. So what exactly did he teach? What was his central message? Shouldn’t we share that with our friends? If we present a faith that’s only concerned about the eternal destination of a soul after death, then perhaps we’ve missed the mark. And if we share a faith that ignores broken relationships and societal injustices, then we’ve done our Christian faith a disservice. Jesus’ message is about so much more than most of us realize, and it seems right to share the good news he came to offer.


      When it comes to evangelism, many authors have written about loving God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength and loving others, and how the credibility of our lives connects to sharing our faith. Others have written about practical strategies for sharing our faith, such as servant evangelism or investigative Bible studies. These teachings are good and needed. But I don’t need to waste pulp and ink adding to either side.


      Instead, I want to address the very message of the gospel and how we communicate it. It’s true that many authors have also written books on the message of Jesus—Dallas Willard, N. T. Wright and Brian McLaren, for starters. But they’re all the length of, well, books. And sure, we have the chance to offer books to friends who are curious about the faith. But what if a time comes when you’re asked about the central message of the faith? Sometimes “Go read this book” sounds more evasive than helpful. Your friends may really want to know from you, because they’ve seen Jesus most clearly through you.


      What you have in your hands is, obviously, also of bookish length. But its purpose is to highlight a gospel-illuminating tool called “the Big Story.” This story is a way of sharing the gospel that is, as Einstein said, as “simple as possible, but not simpler,” capturing more fully the good news as Jesus taught it while also making it easier to share. Now, I don’t believe a diagram will save the world, nor do I even think a diagram is the best way to share our faith. Nevertheless, diagrams are powerful and memorable icons and have a great shaping influence on what we think about as the central message of the faith. And I can’t help but wonder if past icons have kept us from fully understanding the gospel.


      True Story, therefore, begins with a fictional story to illustrate the questions, struggles, joys and hopes surrounding the gospel. Sharing these ideas in a story keeps us from merely playing intellectual exercises but gives our truths a realistic context in which to roam and explore the grassy land. Stories not only engage our minds, they also cut through the barbed-wired fences of our hearts and rope us in. They beg us to connect with their characters and themes, and they often end up teaching us about ourselves. It makes sense that Jesus used stories to teach.


      At the story’s conclusion, a briefer section follows to explain the Big Story diagram and its application in more detail. Through both sections, I hope that even if we disagree on a few smaller theological points, we’ll ultimately agree that we need a gospel that incorporates our personal transformation, our need for community and our call to love our neighbors in the world—one that more fully reflects the kingdom of God. Because what we share with our friends reflects what we believe is the central message of the Christian faith.


      St. Peter says in 1 Peter 3:15 that Christians should “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” So when the occasion arises, my hope is that this book will provide us a simple tool to share the hope that we have—one worth believing in.
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  ALTAR


  

    The drizzle sprayed lightly on the windshield as Caleb drove home. The day had been tough, so he turned off the music to think more clearly. He could now hear the sound of rain gently hitting the roof of the car, the baritone rhythm of the wiper blades, and the occasional swish of rubber running over wet asphalt.


    His slim frame let out a long sigh. Though he was only a sophomore at the University of Washington, his life seemed a total failure. His microbiology midterm score was low enough to put his medical school future on the altar.


    Kill it mercifully, he thought as he wrung the steering wheel.


    Med school wasn’t even his idea. He pictured his dad crossing his arms and his mom shooting deadly looks if he ever told them he didn’t want to go. It sent a chill down his back.


    “Asian parents,” he sighed. He quickly decided not to tell them about his midterm, at least not tonight.


    He made his way down Forty-Fifth Street, approaching the right turn where he would head north on I-5. As he merged onto the freeway, he didn’t pay attention to the small streaks his aging wiper blades left on the windshield. Instead, his mind was on something else entirely.


  







BENTO


Earlier that day Caleb and Anna had been having a late lunch over a couple of teriyaki-chicken bentos at Naoko’s. The lunch crowd had already thinned out, leaving only three other customers in the restaurant, so they were able to sit near the window.

Caleb had met Anna Hughes in Psych 202—biopsychology—last quarter when they’d been assigned to the same group project. They became good friends. Today, she wore a secondhand-store jacket over a black T-shirt that said, “Save Darfur.” And he couldn’t help noticing the way her blonde hair rested on her shoulders. But he didn’t want to stare, so he instinctively looked down at the pieces of tofu and seaweed floating in his bowl of miso soup.

After a sip of the soup, Caleb looked up to see her blue eyes staring hard at him. She had a habit of doing this, especially when she wanted to grab his attention from the mire of his own thoughts—and it always unnerved him. He’d been silently repeating his mantra of the afternoon: No, this isn’t a date. We’re just friends.

He coughed, blushed a bit and put the soup back on the table. He stared for a moment at the billowing clouds of miso turning in his bowl. She didn’t seem to care.

“What’s up?” he said, trying to be nonchalant.

“I saw something today that totally bugged me,” she said. “I was in Red Square on my way to class. Did you know there was a Pride rally today? It was wet out there, but lots of people still came out. And it was crazy—costumes, makeup, all of that. But what bugged me was the group of people on the sidelines. They shouted and screamed, yelling and saying nasty things. They held signs that said, ‘God hates fags’ or ‘AIDS is God’s curse.’ They started chanting, ‘Burn in hell! Burn in hell!’ They were Christians! And they were angry.”

“But—” started Caleb, lifting his hands in protest.

“I know, I know,” she said. “Not all Christians are like that. Relax, will you? I’m not talking about you. But come on: what good is Christianity if it makes people like that? What good is any religion if it just makes them angry, critical and narrow-minded?”

He tried to cut in again. “I’m not finished,” she said. She spoke slowly now. “It finally hit me. They reminded me of the church I used to go to. You know, I used to go all the time before college, but I haven’t been back since. Maybe they’re not out there with picket signs yelling at gays and lesbians. But they were pretty critical. The youth pastor always made me feel totally guilty. Every week I had to sit and listen to him pick at every tiny fault I had. I couldn’t have any fun—I couldn’t even breathe. Either I listened to the wrong radio stations, asked the wrong questions, wore the wrong clothes or dated the wrong boyfriend. They even tried to cast a demon out of me—I think they called him ‘Bob.’”

Caleb smiled at that one.

“I couldn’t get it right the way you did,” Anna said, now with more gravity. “God wanted it perfect, and he was always looking down at me, hoping I’d be better but knowing I never would be. He was always right—I was always wrong. It’s like he had a report card, and I always came out below the curve. I can’t help but think he’s bummed out, disappointed and pissed off with me. And isn’t God looking down at the Pride rally too? Isn’t he just as critical, shaking his head and writing them off too?” She pointed at Caleb accusingly.

Her intensity carried her like a river’s current. “Yeah, he probably is. Just like everyone at church. Just like the people at the Pride rally. Just like my dad. He was a deacon at our church, and he . . .” Anna’s voice trailed off and she fixed her gaze over Caleb’s shoulder, watching the cars pass by outside the restaurant window.

Caleb wondered what she was looking at. He waited for her to say something else. She didn’t, so he glanced around the room, looking for anything to distract him from the awkward silence. He couldn’t figure out what was going on. He heard a few more cars swoosh by on the wet concrete. Then he shifted in his chair, and the throbbing pulse in his ears grew louder and louder.

With a tear falling and her teeth clenched, Anna broke the silence. “Christianity’s just another screwed-up religion! Look at what Christians do: they guzzle gas with their SUVs, join the NRA, picket abortion centers, bomb other countries and spend, spend, spend at the mall, right? They only care about themselves. Seriously, what has Christianity done for us—or the world for that matter? They’re just a bunch of hypocrites, that’s what I think! Are they good for anything?” At the word good, her hands hit the table with a thud that drew the glance of the other customers.

She glared at Caleb while wiping away tears, waiting for a reply. Long seconds ticked away. He scrambled back into his mind, trying to find something that would sound great, hoping that something—anything—would give him the right words to cool off the white heat of anger. But he found none. He wished he could transform into an ostrich and stick his head in the sand. He furrowed his brow even further. He exhaled hard and shrugged his shoulders, saying the only truthful thing he could at that time.

“I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “I just don’t know.”





SCRIPT


Caleb turned onto the freeway, where a sea of blinking brake lights lit up the wet concrete like a Christmas tree. He groaned: after fifteen minutes he’d only reached the Lake City Way exit, and he knew that it would be a long commute home. So he had time to let his words to Anna echo loudly in his mind: “I just don’t know.” After a moment, his face flushed and sweat started to collect around his neck. I’m a moron. Keeping one hand on the wheel, he took off his fleece and opened the vent to let some cool air in.

He recalled his pastor’s challenge, to “do the work of an evangelist.” If that charge had come from anyone else, Caleb wouldn’t be feeling the angst he was right now. But Jeff Corbin had everyone’s respect: not only was he a great speaker, he’d also grown his ministry from twenty to about two hundred in the last four years. And he believed in Caleb; he’d given him a chance to lead worship at Experience, the college ministry at University Community Church. They spent a lot of time together, and Caleb felt Pastor Jeff’s care and concern deeply. Caleb didn’t want to let him down.

Pastor Jeff had said that no leader at Experience was exempt from this charge. He reminded them that in the Bible, Timothy received the charge even though he had a hard time speaking up—even though he wasn’t the “evangelistic” type. Caleb led worship at Experience, which meant he held the title of leader, but he couldn’t even get the band to sound right, much less share the faith with his friends.

I’m no evangelist. Caleb had earnestly tried to share his faith with his high school buddies, and he’d continued to do so when he lived in the dorms his freshman year. Some friends had even started coming to Experience—their first forays into a religious community—because of his efforts.

Still, being called an “evangelist” conjured up images of Brother Jeb, who wore sandwich billboards depicting silhouetted mobs burning in red-hot hellfire. Brother Jeb would storm through UW’s Red Square like a tornado, squashing any ounce of interest an observer might have about Christianity with his fist-raised condemnations against atheists, homosexuals, liberals, tree-huggers, hecklers and anyone else who dared stand in his path.

I know, I know. Caleb could almost hear Pastor Jeff’s voice asserting that he wasn’t asking Caleb to be Brother Jeb. He just wanted him to share his faith with his friends. It wasn’t an unreasonable request: didn’t Jesus want him to do that as well? Yet Caleb felt like Brother Jeb when his friends asked, “What about those people who have never heard about Jesus? Are they going to hell?”

He usually recited the answers he had been taught. But he felt like an actor in a bad B-movie who still faithfully delivered his lines. Whenever someone said Christians were hypocrites, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy for their point of view.

Suddenly a Grand Cherokee swerved into his lane, barely missing his front bumper. He leaned on the horn far longer than needed to give the warning.

I could win an Oscar.





VALUES


He tailed the Cherokee until his car crawled past the Northgate Mall. Then he gave up the chase and allowed his heart rate to lower back to normal. His thoughts went back to Anna’s question in the restaurant: are Christians really good for anything?

Shifting in his seat, he tried to answer the question as best he could, mentally compiling a list of Christian values: Christians should become more like Jesus. Yes, and they should have a vibrant, authentic relationship with God—talking to God, hearing from God, acting on what they’d heard. Christians should also witness about their faith to their friends, both here and abroad. They shouldn’t be hermits—they should love each other, interacting as a community. Christians should love the poor and fight for justice. And didn’t the call of Jesus propel them to the forefront of racial healing, of bridge-building between Hutu and Tutsi, Serb and Croat, Arab and Jew? And what about spending less on their own material possessions so they could give more away? Shouldn’t they try to make this world a better place? Yes, Jesus would want this for all of his followers, right? It seemed like the kind of community that Jesus envisioned.

The traffic slowed even further—a pedestrian would have outpaced his car. But by now Caleb didn’t care. His eyes glowed with new energy as he continued to flesh out his vision. Christians like this could change the world! he thought, tapping the steering wheel like Thumper after seeing Bambi bounce into the forest glen.

But Christians didn’t usually look like this, he thought. Some who had an inkling of being called to this lifestyle chose to ignore it because of the inconvenience and difficulty. Like Hollywood stars who crave both publicity and privacy, these Christians wanted both the security of faith and the dream of prosperity and prestige—and they questioned neither. Others didn’t know—they were well-meaning Christians who’d never been taught to live this way. Did the gospel even tell them to live this way? The gospel was only about life after death, right? No Christian needed to live this way. They were all getting into heaven anyway, right?





GARBAGE


Caleb looked back and checked his blind spot. As he changed lanes he had a surprising thought: Maybe that’s why Christians are so focused on converting people. It’s only about heaven, right? But that couldn’t be . . .

His memories of Manila popped up and shouted that it couldn’t be. Last summer he’d found himself with a group of college students from all over the country, but mostly from San Diego. He’d expected their tans, their flip-flops and their constant use of the word dude, but they’d surprised him with their lack of cynicism and utter openness to God. Before they left for Manila they read articles together about injustices in the world—between men and women, black and white, rich and poor, America and the rest of the world. They also studied Old Testament prophets like Amos and Isaiah, who described God’s great compassion for the poor and oppressed. It had been like getting a new pair of glasses: he could see more clearly but his head started to hurt with all the new ideas and implications.

Living in Manila for six weeks with the urban poor had rent his heart wide open. His team had slept in the slums, shantytowns built on top of smoldering garbage mountains. The sour stench never went away, but after the first few nights the mini-explosions—set off by the buildup of methane gas under the decomposing trash—no longer surprised him. He slept in a small shack of corrugated metal built so precariously that he was afraid to lean against it for fear of pushing the whole thing into the polluted river behind them. The slum’s residents collected recyclables and other garbage and sold it to middlemen for pennies a day. Yet they survived. He’d never seen anything like this. And often he wondered what God could do in a place like this. Was he even here? Caleb wasn’t in Seattle anymore, and he wondered if he could click his heels three times and return home.

One morning the neighborhood had been eerily quiet. Blood was splattered across the wall of one of the shacks, and the children were sitting in front of it in a daze. This would’ve been a bad horror movie in the making if it weren’t so real.

This can’t be good, he thought.

Then the news came: a teenager had been knifed to death the night before in a tussle with drug dealers. The team started to pray, more intensely than Caleb had ever prayed before. Some villagers wondered what they were doing, especially when they put their hands on the children to bless them and pray for their protection. But others joined in. The villagers prayed in Tagalog, and though Caleb didn’t comprehend their spoken language, he understood their hearts. Their prayers quilted them into one. And as they held hands in that moment, the entire team recognized that even here in the slums there was hope for a broken world. Because God was there. In turn God was pouring into them a love for people who were nothing like their highly educated yet apathetic American peers.

Later, back in the States, Pastor Jeff asked the new leaders at Experience to share about their summers. Caleb couldn’t help but gush over the things that he had learned, particularly that God was a God of peace and justice and had a special place in his heart for the poor. Caleb shared with tears in his eyes about how Experience could start supporting the poor overseas, how they could hold prayer meetings for the people that he had met and fallen in love with. He stood up and pleaded with them to make more space in their hearts and schedules for this. Then he sat down.

“That’s awesome, bro!” Pastor Jeff said. “It’s great to see what God’s doing in your life! And those are great ideas. Let’s think about how we can do some of those things. So how many got saved?”

“Um, we didn’t really get that far. I mean, I guess we were just ‘sowing seeds.’”

“Okay, that’s a good start,” he said, trying not to sound disappointed. Then he turned back to the rest of the students, “So, what else happened this summer?”

Four other students shared. Then Lisa raised her hand and said, “I felt God leading me to pray for my best friend Janet every day this summer. I thought, ‘How can we be best friends if we don’t even talk about Jesus?’ I was always afraid to bring him up. But we were just hanging out one day and I felt like I had to share about my faith. I told her about Jesus and why he’s important to me. I wanted my best friend to know what he’d done in my life. She listened, like really listened. So I invited her to come to church with me, and she’s been coming to Experience for the past month. She’s not a Christian yet, but I think she’s really close. Isn’t that awesome? Would you guys pray for her?”

“That’s incredible!” Pastor Jeff said. “Did you hear Lisa’s story? Did you see what she did? And did you see what God did? That’s what we need to be about here at Experience. I’ve been praying all summer about the upcoming year, and we need to be focused. This year we need to do what Lisa did. This year needs to be about evangelism.”

Jeff beamed, but Caleb slumped in his chair and buried his head in his hands.





BRIDGE


The traffic started to ease up and Caleb’s thoughts sped ahead of him.

Before Manila, Caleb had always gone to Pastor Jeff for advice on ministry, faith and girls—not necessarily in that order. Since Manila, however, Caleb had increasingly withdrawn. To him, Pastor Jeff seemed increasingly concerned only about building the Experience empire.

Although Caleb knew this critique was a bit unfair, something was starting to click on this drive home. For Pastor Jeff it was all about heaven. If someone wasn’t secured a place in heaven, then all efforts should be marshaled to help people get in, right? The mantra was, “We should try to get as many people as possible to Experience so they can hear the gospel and be saved.” Serving the poor in Manila, no matter how worthy a cause, didn’t come anywhere close to saving a soul.

This is crazy. Is there a possibility that we Christians aren’t living out our faith not despite—but precisely because of—what we’ve been taught?

The windshield had clouded up, so Caleb hit the defrost button. As the fog slowly disappeared, his mind still scrambled for clarity.

Okay, start at the beginning. What’s the gospel? He pictured the bridge diagram that Pastor Jeff had taught him:

[image: Image]

When a person sinned—by lustfully looking at a hot girl or breaking curfew and thereby disobeying his parents—God became furious with him. God couldn’t stand sin; he was too perfect to have sin anywhere near him. So in his wrath he punished the sinner for eternity. The person was, therefore, separated from God. “For the wages of sin is death.”

Jesus, God’s Son, Caleb went on thinking, suffered the cruelest death ever invented by humankind—crucifixion. As proof that God had power over sin and death, God raised Jesus back to life. Through the ultimate act of sacrifice and forgiveness, people could now be with God forever; Jesus died to pay for their sins so they could go to heaven when they died. All they had to do was accept what Jesus had done and then enjoy paradise forever. Caleb pictured in his mind how a person could cross over the bridge of Jesus to meet God on the other side:

[image: Image]

Jesus, innocent of any wrongdoing, took that person’s punishment on himself. As in an exchange of hostages, Jesus died instead of the prisoner.

“His life for mine,” Caleb said aloud. “I’m forgiven.” Pastor Jeff would’ve been proud.

Forgiveness was Christianity’s unique claim in the market of world religions, and it defended Caleb from the guerilla warfare of self-condemnation that often sent multiple sorties into his head and heart. Whenever he felt himself hating his parents for their unfair expectations or succumbed to Internet pornography, he would wallow in his shame.

But at some point he would find himself able to ask God for forgiveness. He would remind himself that Jesus had paid for his sins and that God still loved him. Then the truth would sink in: mercy triumphs over judgment. No condemnation—he was guilt- and shame-free. Caleb could rest knowing he couldn’t do anything to make God love him less or more. He was saved not by works but by God’s grace. He needed only to accept the truth of what Jesus had already done. He needed only to believe and enjoy God’s embrace. Through Jesus his relationship with God was restored. And it was God’s mercy that extended this wonderfully unfair forgiveness to him so that in turn he could forgive others. Sometimes he had trouble trusting this message, but in the end he needed it. Where would I be without the gospel? This is good news, right?

The red lights of the car in front of him flashed on, and its rear bumper kicked up suddenly. He hit his brakes hard, avoiding the collision.

I should pay more attention to the road.





RIVER


But his mind ignored the brake lights and continued down the same road. If people only needed to accept this truth to be saved, then could a Christian go to heaven believing in Jesus yet hating Arabs? Could Christians accept what Jesus had done for them and still buy large houses and vacation homes, drive Benzes, jet-set to Monaco, and dine on prime filet and Dom Perignon while giving nothing to people who foraged in a garbage dump to put food on the table? If they could afford it, Western Christians tended to go for the good life. So would they go to heaven? Caleb suddenly heard the voice of Martin Luther King Jr. thundering in his head, quoting Amos: “Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!”

Where were these streams and rivers in the church? With the gospel of the bridge illustration, Christians didn’t need to share their faith with others, stand up for the oppressed, become more like Jesus, love people of other cultures and ethnicities, take care of the environment or be concerned about the poor at all. If they just believed, they’d be in heaven, right? And they could still claim to have a relationship with Jesus. Everything else was just extra credit.

Caleb thought about Jesus’ story of the sheep and the goats—those who didn’t feed the hungry, offer a drink to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, care for the sick or visit the prisoner suffered eternal punishment. But the gospel also seemed to say that to end up in paradise, you just needed to believe Jesus died for your sins—even if nothing in your life reflected his teachings.

Caleb gripped the steering wheel hard, his knuckles turning white. He didn’t notice that he was clenching his jaw. Would Christians who didn’t love their neighbor get into heaven? If he were pressed into a theological corner and asked to fight, he’d have to drop his hands and surrender. The answer according to the gospel he’d been taught was “yes.” Their punishment had been paid. No lives needed to change. Nothing else needed to happen. Believe in your mind; confess with your lips; accept the truth in your heart—and Jesus would make sure you got into heaven. Such a faith had nothing to do with life here and now but only the life to come. Caleb didn’t need to try to change the world or make it a better place. He could just wait—while keeping his personal relationship with Jesus intact—for paradise after death.
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