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			“If ever there were a time to learn how to speak the truth in love, this is it. For those of us who may have never known how to best speak the truth to our non-Christian friends, Steve Brown instructs us to lace our words with kindness, gentleness, and self-control. Looking to communicate the truth of the gospel without being a pain in the neck? Talk the Walk will undoubtedly get you there.”

			Kendra Fletcher, Author of Lost & Found: Losing Religion, Finding Grace and Leaving Legalism

			“Steve Brown knows that grace and truth are always flip sides of the same coin. In this touching and accessible book, he reminds us that prayerful tears are the most powerful way to share the gospel. As someone deeply interested in asserting Truth in a world full of false alternatives, I would eagerly put Talk the Walk in the hand of someone seeking answers.”

			Andrew Petiprin, Author of Truth Matters: Knowing God and Yourself

			“I’m raising children and regularly wish to stick my head in the sand about the state of the world today, but . . . I’m raising children, so I can’t. The Church is in desperate need of good, real conversations about what it looks like to stand on truth without wavering and exude grace without apologizing. Talk the Walk is just such a conversation starter, and I am grateful for it.”

			Jenni Young, Homeschooling mother; former Key Life staff member; blogger at KeyLife.org

			“I have yet to figure out how to be confident enough to speak truth to people and yet humble enough to close my mouth when all I’m doing is showing off how smart I (foolishly) think I am. It’s for this reason that I’m really thankful for this book. Steve is a wise and gentle pastor, and he’ll help you (as he has me) feel the pinch of truth while he pours in the gentle love of the Christ who knows you. Get this book. Your unbelieving friends will thank you.”

			Elyse M. Fitzpatrick, Author and speaker

			“Steve Brown’s brilliant new book is a life-giving, irenic call to speak truth with the playful, kind ferocity of Jesus. Reading this book felt like taking a warm shower to rinse off the vitriol of ugly truthtellers and cleanse me of my own self-righteousness. This is a desperately needed book for a bitter and angry age.”

			Dan B. Allender, Professor of Counseling Psychology and Founding President, The Seattle School of Theology and Psychology; author of The Wounded Heart and The Healing Path

			“Steve Brown does it again! A master at teaching grace, Steve gives us permission to believe and say what we Christians know and feel at the core of our being: ‘We’re right about Jesus!’ Then Steve shows us how to hold to the truth in love and what that really means. This is Jesus’s way of living. Don’t miss this book—it is possible to be right without being insufferable!”

			Pete Alwinson, Pastor Emeritus and executive director, FORGE

			“I’ve always appreciated Steve’s ability to hold close to his convictions while simultaneously avoiding the need to police others’ behavior. In our highly divided times, we need voices like Steve’s to guide us through the complexity of holding onto Christian truth while communicating it with love, humility, and humor. That’s a rare gift.”

			Matt Johnson, Author of Getting Jesus Wrong: Giving Up Spiritual Vitamins and Checklist Christianity 

			“Ours is an increasingly post-Christian culture. For decades, old norms have been giving way to a new cultural ethos. For Christians, this new landscape has been disorienting and, at times, even discouraging. All too often, we’ve been tempted to respond with sharp and shrill expressions of fear rather than compassionate faith. In this timely and necessary book, Steve Brown shares how to be right the right way. I loved it.”

			Kevin Labby, Senior Pastor, Willow Creek Presbyterian Church
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			To my beloved unbelieving friends, who are a lot closer to the kingdom than they think.
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			Introduction

			The modern world says that it is impossible for a thinking person to have a metanarrative—an interpretation that accounts for all reality. There are smaller narratives within cultures and subcultures that are helpful and necessary for normal living. But a metanarrative—given the disagreements, the many ways of viewing reality, and the variety of heritages, backgrounds, races, and belief systems—is simply impossible. Further, it is arrogant and offensive to even suggest that there is one metanarrative.

			At the risk of sounding arrogant and offensive, let me say here that there is, in fact, a true metanarrative. It is called the Christian faith. It is a stable, clear, and profound metanarrative. 

			Or to put it simply: Christians are right.

			America and much of the world has gone through a massive cultural shift over the past thirty years. That shift is called postmodern, post-Christian, or perhaps transcultural. Whatever the name, the old and traditional views of anthropology, sexuality, social norms, religion, and culture have been set aside for the new views of tolerance, acceptance, and freedom. 

			Most thoughtful Christians I know are concerned about the cultural shift and feel, as it were, as if believers are standing by a cliff, telling people to be careful. Those folks to whom Christians express their concern are tolerant, albeit dismissive. Believers stand by the cliff, giving their message, “Look at the blood down there. Don’t get so close to the cliff! It will kill you.” But folks keep jumping.

			In the seventeenth century, Galileo was tried by the Inquisition and found guilty of heresy because of his teaching that the earth was not the center of the universe and, in fact, it moved around the sun. He was forced to recant his views (he needed the job and valued his life), but it is said that as he walked away from his trial, he muttered, “But it still moves.” Christians are in that place now. Against an entire cultural shift that dismisses Christian verities as nonsense at best and outright lies at worst, Christians are still muttering, “Doesn’t matter. It’s still true. Truth isn’t determined by a vote.”

			The cultural change is a tragedy of epic proportions if one believes (as I do) that the Christian faith is true—that it is not only true but the best thing to happen to human beings; that the Christian faith is about the unbelievably good news of God’s love and forgiveness; that life is not meaningless or hopeless; that this is a way to live a reasonably full and joyful life; that people can live forever. 

			This is not a book about Christians being right and everybody else being wrong. It is about believing the right truth in the right way. The most dangerous thing about the Christian faith, for those who believe it, is the danger of being right. In fact, if believers do not learn to live and to speak right when we get it right, know when not to wave the red flag of our rightness in front of the unbelieving bull, and learn to manifest not only the truth of Jesus but his love and compassion, it will kill us and everything we love. 

			In this book I want to examine some of the less articulated truths of the Christian faith. For instance, while what I wrote about Christians being right is true, Christians should never forget the truth that all of us get it wrong—and some get it so wrong that the truth is no longer true. It is one thing to be right about the authority of Scripture, the incarnation of God in Christ, the resurrection, the Trinity, the substitutionary atonement of Christ, and eternal life, but at the same time, to miss the truths that have to do with humility, love, and forgiveness. Some of the meanest, most condemning and arrogant people on the face of the earth are Christians. 

			I know, because I am one of them. That makes me an expert. 

			This book is not written to correct you, but to remind me. I hope that along the way, God’s Spirit convicts both of us. Someone has said that all preaching is, primarily, preaching to the preacher. Christian books are similar; they are just longer. What I have written here has taken me years to process. 

			If you want to hear truth spoken, by the way, it is probably best to listen to an old guy. I am as old as dirt. Old guys do not have anything left to protect; there is no advantage in spin for them. They do not want anything from you. I do not even care if you agree. Half of this book is probably wrong. I’m just not sure which half.

			Kendra Fletcher in her book, Lost and Found: Losing Religion, Finding Grace, tells about a personal major life tragedy—a tragedy that gave her and her husband an “attack of sanity.” She writes:

			How did we get to this point of a religious Christian life devoid of Jesus? How did the girl, raised in Fresno, California by first-generation believers fervent in their pursuit of Christ, and the boy, whose life was changed on a Santa Cruz mountainside during Young Life camp in high school, stray so far from the simple grace of the gospel and plunge headlong into religious self-righteousness?1

			That is the question I want to pursue.

			I have often spoken of a recurring dream. In my dream, God blows the whistle on the whole shooting match, history reaches its conclusion, and we are all standing before the Creator of all. We grow quiet as he speaks.

			“I have some good news and some bad news for you.”

			“Tell us the bad news first,” someone in the back (probably a Presbyterian) shouts.

			“The bad news is that you were all wrong and some of you were incredibly wrong.”

			Then in my dream, God laughs (not the laughter of derision or irony but a free and joyous laughter) and says, “The good news is that I’ve talked to my Son about you. He says that he’s taken care of it and you’re okay. So . . . welcome home!”

			

			
				
					1. Kendra Fletcher, Lost and Found: Losing Religion, Finding Grace (Greensboro, NC: New Growth Press/Key Life Books, 2017), 13.

				

			

		


		
			Chapter 1

			The Trail of Tears

			And when he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it. (Luke 19:41)

			In the mountains of North Carolina near Cherokee where I grew up, there is a wonderful outdoor theater. Every summer, they ran a production of Unto These Hills, a magnificent, dramatic presentation about the Cherokee Indians and the events that led up to the “Trail of Tears.” The state and local militias forcibly removed the Cherokee Indians from their lands and homes to a designated Indian territory west of the Mississippi. On that march in 1838, the Indians suffered from disease, starvation, and horrible deprivation, and somewhere between two to six thousand of the 16,542 Cherokee perished. It is truly the “Trail of Tears.”

			The first time I had even heard of the “Trail of Tears” was as a teenager watching Unto These Hills for the first time. I was shocked, and then I wept. My wife and I have seen the play multiple times since; every single time, we have cried at the injustice, pain, and suffering of the Cherokee.

			There are some things so horrible and difficult that tears are the only proper response. If there are no tears, there is either a misunderstanding of what one has encountered or a callousness that is troubling.

			In Luke 19, Jesus had come to his beloved city of Jerusalem. As he looked out over the city, he wept. His tears were the reflection of God’s tears for all humanity, and the cross is the ultimate manifestation of those tears. His tears were not that different from my tears while watching Unto These Hills, only multiplied a hundred thousand times.

			Too often, Christians (myself included) have seen those who are not Christians as the enemy. One deals with an enemy by demonizing, demeaning, and dismissing. Conversations become debates, and relationships are chosen on the basis of who is on the Christians’ side and who is not. Others may think Christians are angry, judgmental, and condemning, with the goal of taking way their freedom. Christians may be seen as old-fashioned, silly, and obscurantist. 

			Believe it or not, I understand the unbelievers. Frankly, we Christians do not have a wonderful track record. When we had the power, we used that leverage to manipulate, demean, and control others—just as unbelievers use power. However, when Christians use the leverage of power we violate the essence of the Christian faith. 

			One time, Jesus was discussing the inappropriate use of power and the leverage that comes from it. “You know,” he said, “that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall not be so among you” (Matthew 20:25–26). In other words, Jesus specifically commanded his followers who had power not to use it for leverage.

			A friend of mine and I were discussing racism and its horrors. My friend said that he had become aware of his own racism when God woke him up in the middle of the night and convicted him. He laughed and said, “Do you know what God said? He told me that it was a lot worse than I thought. I didn’t like anyone who wasn’t like me.” My friend said that after he thought about it, he repented. “The truth is that I don’t like anyone whose skin isn’t the same color as mine; who doesn’t like the same music, books and movies I like; and who doesn’t share my political views; and men who have hair when I don’t. I don’t even like someone who wears a shirt that doesn’t match my fashion proclivities.” 

			In Luke 9:50, one of Jesus’s disciples says that he and the others had seen someone casting out demons in Jesus’s name. This disciple tells Jesus that they had intervened, but Jesus’s response is surprising. “Do not stop him,” Jesus said, “for the one who is not against you is for you.” Jesus was setting up an attitude for his disciples. He was showing how a Christian’s reaction to the world should be radically different. For instance, in Matthew 5:43–45, Jesus said, “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.” People who are not Christians are not enemies.

			In Wendell Berry’s novel, Jayber Crow, Jayber is the town barber in his beloved Port William. In order to make some extra money, Jayber works as a gravedigger and as a janitor at the local Methodist Church. One night he was tired and, as he often did, he takes a nap in one of the church pews he just cleaned. He has a dream. The church was filled with the people of Port William—the good and the bad, the adulterers and the families, the thieves and the businesspeople, the scoundrels and the church folks, and the ones Jayber liked and the ones he did not. When Jayber wakes up, he is surprised to find that he is weeping.1 

			This scene is a reminder of God’s view of humankind, that he “makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matthew 5:45b). God views all people with far more love than human, petty, and shallow self-interest. God knows where it hurts, and his compassion is far more universal. He knows about a world where hatred does not define humanity, where children are not used, where women are not abused, where people are not defined by how much they own and produce, and where the destruction, dark, and pain of sin does not touch everything. Jesus weeps over Jerusalem because he saw a world that could be but is not. There is enough evil, hatred, and pain in the world to solicit tears. 

			I experienced the kindness of tears from my high school history teacher. It happened when, after an exam, the teacher asked me to stay and talk with her. I figured that I was in trouble—again. Once the other students had left, the teacher came over to me and said, “Stephen, I’m disappointed in you.” I wanted to say (but did not), “Get in line. Everybody else is disappointed in me too. You should meet my mother.” Then the teacher said, holding the exam in her hand, “You could do a lot better than this.” I was prepared to make some empty promises when I noticed something that astonished me. The teacher was crying and wiped the tears from her eyes. I did not know what to do with her tears. When the meeting was over, I was shaken. 

			From that day on, my grades in that class rose to amazing levels, even surprising me. In fact, I was afraid to show the grades to my mother because it would have given her a heart attack. I became a pretty good history student because of that teacher’s tears. Tears are powerful communication tools. 

			Sometimes Christians forget the horrible pathos of the world. Paul says in Romans 8:19–23: 

			For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.

			Life is hard for everybody, including Christians. I have been a pastor for a lot of years and, because people are open with me about their secrets, I have been allowed to see the reality behind the masks that most people wear. I have buried a whole lot of babies, cleaned up after a whole lot of suicides, listened to a whole lot of confessions, and witnessed a whole lot of pain. The list goes on and on, and it has engulfed the universe. People live in a place of great pain. The world is dark for unbelievers and believers alike. 

			Christians really do have hope based in fact, faith based in a person, and freedom based in forgiveness and acceptance. “How often,” Jesus said, in what might be the saddest statement he ever made, “would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Matthew 23:37, emphasis added). 

			Christians love Jesus, the Bible says, because he first loved them—profoundly, deeply, and wholeheartedly. When believers hang out with Jesus, it is natural that they begin to respond to that kind of love with love. It is natural that believers start thinking the way Jesus thinks, caring about what he cares about, seeing things through his eyes, being angered when he is angered, laughing at things that are funny to him, and weeping where he weeps. In the face of a dark, lonely, painful, and fallen world, Christians grow to care and to shed tears. 

			Tears could make the difference in getting a hearing. It is important that truth be spoken, acts of mercy be shown, and sacrifice be definitive. I once opened a sermon to a large group of evangelical Christians by saying, “Millions of people are going to hell; and frankly, I don’t give a rip.” I was not bragging but confessing. I told them that I had friends who stood in malls and wept for the lost. “I don’t even know their names,” I said, “and so I don’t care.” After I had said that to this group of Christians, I repented and asked God to do something with my heart. This book is part of the result of God answering that request. 

			I was once the Bible teacher at a men’s golfing retreat. The retreat was in a very poor country, but at one of the most luxurious resorts I have ever seen. The resort was surrounded on all sides by a fairly large fence that kept those in the resort from having to view the incredible poverty outside it. Sometimes I would go to the fence, raise myself up to the top, and look out over that poverty. It was a good way to ruin a vacation, and it ruined mine. 

			In fact, after a couple of days, I called a missionary friend in that country and begged him to come get me at the resort to let me spend a day with him. My wife and I spent almost an entire day walking the streets of that country and seeing starvation, malnutrition, disease, and great poverty housed in thrown-together shacks with no running water or sewerage. When I think back on it, I can still feel the sadness and helplessness I felt during that time.

			At the golf retreat, I learned to understand something of the Bible, the heart of God, and the tears of Jesus. My fellow attendees and I were living in a resort and surrounded by pain. Once I saw these circumstances, condemnation was not the first order of business. Compassion and tears took priority. The trick was to learn to see through Jesus’s eyes.

			Believers and unbelievers weep beside open graves, deal with shattered dreams and abuse, face cancer, have shaming secrets, worry about their children, and live in fear. The reason Christians are different is the truth that defines them. Most of the time, that truth does not take away the pain, but to know that people are loved, accepted, forgiven, and eternal means that the “light shines in the darkness” (John 1:5). The Creator, despite the way it sometimes feels, says, “I know, child,” shares pain, and is present to comfort. His presence makes all the difference. 

			Am I suggesting that we hedge the truth? Absolutely not! Jesus never backed off the truth. I also will say a lot in this book about Christians doing compassionate and good works in the world. If you had been with Jesus, you would have heard the sound of the blind men’s beggar cups clanking on the rocks by the side of the road, and noticed the cripples’ crutches thrown into the air as they danced. You would have rejoiced with the families of those whose loved ones were healed and, on at least two occasions, raised from the dead. Jesus calls his followers to the same work today.

			Christians do compassion well. It is so important that they feed the hungry, clothe the naked, teach the unlearned, visit the prisons, and minister to the sick. The path of Christianity’s growth in the world is marked by hospitals and schools. When God’s people move in, slavery is condemned, women are affirmed, racial hatred ameliorated, and sex trafficking shamed. I know, I know, Christians have not always been the Christlike followers they ought to have been, but their record is far better than that of the critics who don’t give a rip about the poor, the broken, and the abused.

			When God’s people were in exile in Babylon, Jeremiah the prophet told them to “seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf” (Jeremiah 29:7). In a sense, Christians are in exile and “have no lasting city” (Hebrews 13:14) here. But it is incumbent on Christians to be a benediction in every place they live and work.

			Being a blessing is not easy. It requires sacrifice. Jesus said in Matthew 16:24–26 that his followers should take up their cross (accept the sacrifice) and follow him. Speaking truth, doing good, and sacrificing are the places where Christians are called. It is their witness to the world.

			At the beginning of this book, it is important that two things be clearly stated. First, sometimes Christians will hedge on the truth, not care enough to do the good works, and run from sacrifice. That is the reason for the cross. The blood of Christ covers all. That is called grace and it is the essence of truth. If Christians could be as good and as obedient as some would suggest they should be, God would have sent a book and certainly not his Son. You can tell how big a problem is by noting what it takes to fix it. Sin required the blood of God’s own son. 

			Nobody I know lives up to what the Bible teaches. It is important to remember that the only people who get any better are those who know the truth that, if they never get any better, God will still love them. That is important. God’s love will transform the message of condemnation and guilt into the real Christian message: people are great sinners, and Jesus is a great Savior. 

			Second, do not forget the tears. If Christians do not care, nobody will listen.

			What follows talks about truth, compassion, and sacrifice in speaking to a world that does not want to hear. But if Christians forget the tears, that truth, compassion, and sacrifice will become nothing but arrogant, insufferable self-righteousness.

			The difference is in the tears. 

			

			
				
					1. Wendell Berry, Jayber Crow (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint LLC, 2001), 164-165. 

				

			

		


		
			Chapter 2 

			The Gift of Truth

			. . . speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ. (Ephesians 4:15)

			A number of years ago, John Whitehead—an attorney, author, and The Rutherford Institute’s founder and president—gave me a bumper sticker that read in big bold letters, “Speak Truth to Power.” I put it on the back bumper of my car, right above my “Choose Life” Florida license plate. It confused my friends on the right who always suspected that I was a “closet liberal.” And it confused my friends on the left who could not in their wildest dreams associate a pro-life message with that slogan.

			There is the old joke about a businessman interviewing applicants for a position in his company. He asked each of them a simple question, “What is two plus two?” He got a variety of answers, including “I don’t know, but I’m glad for the opportunity to discuss the issue,” and a lawyer who referenced case law where two plus two was proven to be four. The final applicant got up from his chair, closed the door and the blinds, sat back down, leaned over the desk, and then whispered, “What do you want it to be?” 

			He got the job.

			So often today, truth is whatever “you want it to be.” Whatever you want it to be includes religion, gender, morals, marriage, race, and political truth. Not only that, but anybody who questions the freedom to make truth what one wants it to be is labeled intolerant, bigoted, or worse.

			Have you ever had anyone say to you, when you have expressed a deeply held conviction or a truth that had changed your life, “I’m glad it’s true for you”? What? I do not know anything that makes me spit and cuss more than someone speaking that kind of drivel. Frankly, I do not want to fly with a pilot, be treated by a doctor, or have a mechanic work on my car, who is that cavalier about aeronautical, medical, or mechanical truth. 

			So here at the beginning, let me make two statements that are quite controversial to a whole lot of people: there is true truth, and the Christian faith is true truth.

			There Is True Truth

			First, believe it or not, there is truth, and that truth is true apart from my perception or anyone’s opinion. Winston Churchill is often quoted as saying that “The truth is incontrovertible. Malice may attack it, ignorance may deride it, but in the end, there it is.” “True truth” (as my late friend and Christian apologist Francis Schaeffer called it) is not adjustable. I may not know that truth, I may miss it, and I may be wrong about it. But truth is there, and it is there aside from what anybody believes about it. For instance, God is personal, or he is not; you are forgiven, or you are not; I am loved by God, or I am not. 

			In a recent edition of World Magazine, Sophia Lee wrote about how some public intellectuals (Jordan Peterson, Ben Shapiro, and Dennis Prager, who have a conservative and traditional message) are speaking and connecting with hundreds of thousands of young people who have lost their bearings:

			[N]either Peterson, Prager nor Shapiro are hawking new truths. Nothing they say is smack-in-head revelation. Instead, they seek to help people understand what they already know deep within their souls—timeless, elementary, common grace truths and values that are embedded into our very being, nature and substrata of consciousness. Their message won’t save a single soul, but they appeal to people because of the law of God written on the listeners’ hearts.1 
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