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To all of us, young and old, who want a Christianity that looks like Jesus again










Introduction


Why This Book?


Whenever the word evangelical is used these days, a stereotype comes to mind. Whether or not that image is justified can be debated, but there is little argument that the word evangelical conjures up an image of Christians who are anti-gay, anti-feminist, anti-environmentalist, pro-war, pro-capital punishment, and conservative Republican. There are many of us, however, who are theologically evangelical, but who defy that image. Trying to escape that definition, a group of us gathered together to adopt a new name for ourselves: Red Letter Christians.


Starting in 1899, Bibles have been published that highlight the words of Jesus in red. We adopted the name Red Letter Christians not only to differentiate ourselves from the social values generally associated with evangelicals but also to emphasize that we are Christians who take the radical teachings of Jesus seriously and who are committed to living them out in our everyday lives.


We can’t be sure of the extent of this new movement’s outreach or of how many theologically evangelical Christians will adopt the new label for themselves. And even if they do, we have no way of knowing how seriously they will live out the teachings of Jesus as a countercultural lifestyle. But we have high hopes.


For more than forty years, Ron Sider, the author of Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger1; Jim Wallis, the founder of Sojourners; and I have been trying to make clear that it is imperative for followers of Jesus to serve the needs of the poor and oppressed. Lately, however, a new generation of young leaders has taken up the baton we’ve been carrying and are articulating the same themes of social justice in fresh and relevant ways. A standout among them is the coauthor of this book, Shane Claiborne. His book The Irresistible Revolution, his itinerant ministry, and, most of all, his life lived among the poor, have made him an icon for young Christians who want more than a belief system. They’re looking for an authentic lifestyle that embodies the teachings of Jesus. Shane, a onetime student of mine at Eastern University, has become a representative of the Simple Way, an intentional community committed to environmental responsibility and, most important, putting into practice the teaching of Jesus about what we should do with the money we have.


Shane and I have had long discussions about how to live out those red letters of the Bible, and, separated in age by four decades, we have done so differently. We are aware that while we agree for the most part on theology and social ethics, living out what we believe has taken different forms for each of us.


As Shane and I have discussed our commonalities and our differences, we have come to believe that it would be helpful for others to listen in on what each of us has to say to the other. We want to share with you how our differing expressions of being followers of Jesus have evolved over the years.


As an example, most of us who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s did not even think about living in intentional community. During those socially tumultuous decades, the countercultural lifestyles of many of those who were called “hippies” were lived out in communes. The positive aspects of these communes, however, were often marred by the extensive smoking of marijuana and the use of psychedelic drugs. Furthermore, the pervasive, permissive sexual behavior of many communal hippies was scandalous to the general public and deemed highly immoral by evangelical Christians. Such negative reactions kept us from giving serious consideration to living in those kinds of intentional communities.


The intentional communities in which many young Red Letter Christians are living today are very different. If you are familiar with Shane and those who have identified with the lifestyle he has embraced, you are already aware that many in his generation are looking for intentional community as a way to create the kind of loving fellowship that strives to imitate what is described in the second chapter of Acts.


There are many other ways Shane and I differ in living out the biblical red letters. For instance, we are both committed to taking action to stop wars, defy unjust political structures that oppress the poor, speak out for the oppressed who have no voice, and endeavor in general to change society into something more like what God wants for it to be. But while Shane’s generation does not see politics as the primary way to make justice a reality, my generation did.


Jim Wallis’s Sojourners magazine has been overtly political, and many would claim that Jim himself argues for left-of-center policies. Ron Sider is the founder of Evangelicals for Social Action, an organization that advocates for justice and organizes Christians to lobby for legislation that addresses the concerns of the poor. In my own case, I ran as a candidate for the US Congress from the Fifth District of Pennsylvania in 1976 in order to work within the political process for Christian social change.


As you will find in your reading of this book, Shane and his generation of Red Letter Christian radicals have been, for the most part, disengaged from the political process, preferring instead to employ more direct ways of implementing the justice requisites of Jesus. For instance, when the Second Gulf War broke out, Shane and several other young Christians flew to Jordan, rented vans, and drove out across the desert to Iraq. They wanted to be in Baghdad to work in the hospitals and minister to those who would be casualties of the American bombings they knew were coming. We older Red Letter Christians, on the other hand, tried to raise awareness here at home of the immorality of the war, hoping that those in positions of power in Washington DC would stop the war when they felt the pressure for peace we were trying to generate. Both generations of Red Letter Christians held the same beliefs about the war, but our styles of responding to it were very different.


When it comes to the church, both Shane’s generation and mine recognize how greatly some things have changed for the better over the past forty years. Having come of age prior to Vatican II—and the ways that this church council opened up Catholicism to being more ecumenical and evangelical—we older evangelicals held distorted and negative views of Roman Catholics. We were sure that they had missed out on the doctrine of justification by faith and were propagators of a “works salvation.” Religiously, we would have little to do with Roman Catholics, and they would have little to do with us. The idea that there was something for us to learn about spirituality from Catholics was unthinkable, and any suggestion of our trying to worship with them was extremely suspect.


The younger generation of Red Letter Christians cannot imagine the hostilities that existed between Catholics and Protestants back then, since things are different today. Shane’s generation of Red Letter Christians has no difficulty worshiping with Catholics; indeed, many Red Letter Christians are members of Catholic churches. They appreciate the liturgies of Catholic worship and don’t mind calling Holy Communion the Eucharist, and many are delving into the spiritual disciplines of ancient Catholic saints. All of this is new to some of us.


Younger Red Letter Christians are teaching older ones like me whole dimensions of the Christian faith that go back centuries before the Reformation. And it seems that there’s a growing movement of young Christians like Shane who are aware that even though God is doing something fresh, we can still follow in some great footprints of those who blazed a revolutionary path and prepared the way. That’s why this intergenerational conversation is so important. Our goal has not been to homogenize but rather to harmonize our dreams. As the Scriptures say, “Your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams” (Acts 2:17).


This is why Shane and I wrote this book as a dialogue. We want you to grasp the ways in which each of us is learning from the other and critiquing the other as we seek to work out our own salvation (Philippians 2:12) and live out what we read in the red letters of the Bible.


Our hope is that our conversation provides you with insight as you seek to live the teachings of Jesus. We invite you to join us in the conversation at www.redletterchristians.org. But more importantly, we invite you to become a Red Letter Christian.


—Tony Campolo










Red Letter Theology
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Dialogue on History


Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.


John 14:11–12 updated niv


SHANE: Tony, why do you think we need a new term like Red Letter Christianity? What happened to the terms fundamentalist and evangelical?


TONY: Christians with orthodox beliefs have, over the past century, adopted a couple of different names to distinguish themselves from those whom they thought had strayed from the historic teachings of the church.


During the late 1800s, scholars in Germany created a critique of the Bible that really tore traditional beliefs about the Bible to shreds. They raised questions about who the authors of Scripture were and suggested that much of the Bible was only the rehashing of ancient Babylonian myths and moral codes. In addition, theologies came out of Germany from the likes of Friedrich Schleiermacher, Albrecht Ritschl, Ernst Troeltsch, and others who raised serious doubts about such crucial doctrines as the divinity of Christ and his resurrection from the dead.


There was a reaction to all of this “modernism”—the name given to this recasting of these new Christian teachings that were attempts to be relevant to a rational and scientific age—and a collection of scholars from the United States and England got together and published a series of twelve books called the Fundamentals of the Christian Faith. These books were an intelligent defense of the traditional doctrines that we find outlined in the Apostles’ Creed.


It was in reaction to those books that Harry Emerson Fosdick, a prominent liberal preacher in New York City, preached a sermon called “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” which was printed and circulated throughout the country. Thus the term fundamentalism was born.


The label fundamentalism served us well until about 1928 or 1929. From that time on, and especially following the famous Scopes trial in which William Jennings Bryan argued against Darwin’s theory of evolution, fundamentalism began to be viewed by many as being anti-intellectual and naïve. Added to this image of anti-intellectualism was a creeping tendency among fundamentalists toward a judgmentalism, by which they not only condemned those who deviated from orthodox Christian doctrine but any who did not adhere to their legalistic lifestyles, which were marked by condemnation of such things as dancing, smoking, and the consumption of alcohol.


By the time the 1950s rolled around, the word fundamentalist carried all kinds of negative baggage, and many wondered whether we could use the word anymore in a positive manner. About that time Billy Graham and Carl Henry, who was then the editor of Christianity Today magazine, began using a new name: evangelical. Again, orthodox Christians had a word that served us well, and did so right up until about the middle of the 1990s. By then, the word evangelical had lost its positive image with the general public. Evangelicals, to a large extent, had come to be viewed as married to the religious Right, and even to the right wing of the Republican Party.


When preachers like you and me go to speak at places like Harvard or Duke or Stanford and are announced as evangelicals, red flags go up and people say, “Oh, you are those reactionary Christians! You’re anti-woman; you’re anti-gay; you’re anti-environmentalist; you’re pro-war; you’re anti-immigrant; and you’re all in favor of the NRA.” Defending ourselves, we say, “Wait a minute! That’s not who we are!” I think evangelicalism also has been victimized by the secular media, which is largely responsible for creating the image by treating evangelicalism and the religious Right of the Republican party as synonymous.


It was in this context that a group of us, who were sometimes referred to as “progressive evangelicals,” got together and tried to figure out how to come up with a new name for who and what we are. We kicked around various names and eventually came up with the name Red Letter Christians. We wanted people to know that we are Christians who make a point out of being committed to living out, as much as possible, what those red letters in the Bible—the words of Jesus—tell us to be and do. We’re not into partisan politics, though we have a bias for political policies that foster justice for the poor and oppressed, regardless of which party espouses them.


Christianity Today magazine published a full-page article critiquing our new name, saying, “You people act as though the red letters in the Bible are more important than the black letters.” To that we responded, “Exactly! Not only do we say that the red letters are superior to the black letters of the Bible, but Jesus said they were!” Jesus, over and over again in the Sermon on the Mount, declared that some of the things that Moses taught about such things as divorce, adultery, killing, getting even with those who hurt you, and the use of money had to be transcended by a higher morality.


When Jesus said he was giving us new commandments, I believe they really were new commandments. They certainly went beyond the morality prescribed in the black letters that we read in the Pentateuch. Furthermore, we don’t think you can really understand what the black letters in the Bible are telling you until you first come to know the Jesus revealed in the red letters. This in no way diminishes the importance of those black letters; we believe that the Holy Spirit directed the writers of Scripture so that all of Scripture was inspired by God.


Shane, I know what you believe about those red letters in the Bible. As I have listened to you over these past few years, I’ve noticed that you make a big point out of the fact that the time has come for Christians to take the teachings of Jesus seriously, to take the Sermon on the Mount seriously.


SHANE: We clutter, explain away, jazz up, and water down the words of Jesus, as if they can’t stand on their own. I once heard someone say, “I went to seminary to learn what Jesus meant by the things he said. And then I learned in seminary that Jesus didn’t really mean the stuff he said.” That’s sad! Sometimes we just need to enter the kingdom as a kid, as Jesus said—with innocence and simplicity.


As theologian Søren Kierkegaard said back in the 1800s, “The matter is quite simple. The Bible is very easy to understand. But we Christians . . . pretend to be unable to understand it because we know very well that the minute we understand, we are obliged to act accordingly.”1


There comes a moment when we return to that innocence. We read the Bible again, without all the commentaries, and ask, What if he did really mean this stuff? I’m not as concerned with figuring out every minute theological question as much as I am reading the simple words of Jesus and trying to live my life as if he meant them. If I can be a little more faithful today than yesterday to love my neighbor, pray for my enemies, and live like the lilies and the sparrows, I’m doing well.


It’s important to note that Red Letter Christians are not, as someone once told me, “Christocentric,” meaning we emphasize Christ so much that we are not trinitarian. I’ve been called worse things than “Christocentric,” but that’s not what we’re up to.


We believe the God revealed in Jesus is the God of the Hebrew Bible. With all the ancient creeds, we know that the trinitarian God is one—Father, Spirit, Son. Nevertheless, as you read the Hebrew Scriptures, you encounter some troubling things. Just look at Judges 19 when a nameless concubine is cut into pieces and mailed to the twelve tribes of Israel. It can be confusing. And that is why Jesus is so wonderful. Jesus came to show us what God is like in a way we can touch, and follow. Jesus is the lens through which we look at the Bible and the world; everything is fulfilled in Christ. There are plenty of things I still find baffling, like the Judges 19 concubine thing, but then I look at Christ, and I get a deep assurance that God is good, and gracious, and not so far away.


Tony: There is a whole different feel about God when we move from the black letters in the Old Testament to the red letters of the New Testament. While Red Letter Christians believe that the Old Testament is also the inspired Word of God, it’s hard to ignore that there is a contrast between the image of God that many people get from what they read in the Old Testament and what they find in the teachings of Jesus. Some early Christians even thought they were dealing with two different gods. Of course, they weren’t, but it’s easy to see why some Christians back then thought that way.


SHANE: This is precisely the beautiful thing about the incarnation. Jesus shows us what God is like with skin on—in a way we can see, touch, feel, and follow. My Latino friends have taught me that the word incarnation shares the same root as en carne or con carne, which means “with meat.” We can see God in other places and at work throughout history, but the climax of all of history is Jesus, revealed in those red letters.


TONY: Again, this does not mean the black letters of Scripture are not divinely inspired—they are! Theologian G. Ernest Wright said that what we know about God is through what we discern in God’s mighty acts in history. In his little monograph called The God Who Acts (1952), he says that unlike the Koran and unlike the Book of Mormon, our God does not come down and dictate word for word what’s in the Bible. Instead, our God is revealed by what he does, and the Bible is the infallible record of those mighty acts. Those black letters that make up the words of the Old Testament are the record of those mighty acts in which we see God revealed.


The ancient Greeks used words like omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent to describe God, but these words just don’t appear in the Old Testament. The ancient Jews never would have talked about God in those abstract Greek terms. If you had asked the ancient Jews to describe God, they would have said, “Our God is the God who created the world, who heard our cries when we were enslaved and led us out of the land of Egypt and into the promised land. Ours is the God who defeated the armies of Sennacherib. The God we worship enabled us to rise above the threatening powers of the world that would have destroyed us. We worship the God who acted in the lives of Abraham, Moses, and Jacob.” What the ancient Jews knew about God, they knew through the things God did. It was the mighty acts of God in history that enabled them to begin to understand what God is like.


In the New Testament, we read that God, who in times past was revealed in diverse manners and in diverse places, has been, in these last days, fully revealed in Jesus Christ (Hebrews 11:1–2). The Bible is the account of those events in history through which we gain progressive insights into the nature of God; but in the end, it’s in Jesus that we get the full story.


The Gospels are a declaration of how to live as a kingdom people, working to create the kingdom of God in this world. In the red letters of the Gospels, Jesus spells out for us specific directives for how his followers should relate to others and what sacrifices are required of them if they are to be citizens of his kingdom.


SHANE: Over the past few decades, our Christianity has become obsessed with what Christians believe rather than how Christians live. We talk a lot about doctrines but little about practice. But in Jesus we don’t just see a presentation of doctrines but an invitation to join a movement that is about demonstrating God’s goodness to the world.


This kind of doctrinal thinking infects our language when we say things like, “Are you a believer?” Interestingly, Jesus did not send us into the world to make believers but to make disciples. You can worship Jesus without doing the things he says. We can believe in him and still not follow him. In fact there’s a passage in Corinthians that says, “If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and give over my body to hardship that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:1–3 author's paraphrase).


At times our evangelical fervor has come at the cost of spiritual formation. For this reason we can end up with a church full of believers, but followers of Jesus can be hard to come by.


TONY: The Gospels provide us a prescription for a kingdom lifestyle, and the other books of the New Testament provide us with a solid theology. Red Letter Christians need both. We don’t want to minimize the theology of justification by faith. We declare that we are saved by grace, through faith and not of works, lest any person should boast (Ephesians 2:8). We surrender our lives to Christ and don’t trust in our own righteousness and good works for salvation. We trust in what Christ has done for us on the cross as a basis for salvation. But at the same time we declare that Christ has called us to live a lifestyle that is specifically defined for us in the Sermon on the Mount and in other red-letter passages of Scripture.


And just as we need to declare the doctrines of the faith, as the apostle Paul articulated with such clarity in his epistles, we also need to live out the lifestyle that Jesus modeled for us in the Gospels.


SHANE: A few years ago, Willow Creek Community Church in Chicago, one of the most influential megacongregations in the world, conducted a fascinating study. It was an attempt to measure the progress of their mission to raise up “fully devoted followers of Christ,” and they surveyed their congregation to see how they were doing at that.2 There is no question they have been phenomenal at reaching unchurched people and leading people into new faith commitments to Jesus. Their question was, do their lives look different? Do the social networks and consumption patterns of folks change as they become believers? And what they found was heartbreaking. Willow Creek, with courage and humility, released the study called Reveal, which was almost a confession as it showed that we may be good at making believers, but we have a long way to go when it comes to forming disciples.3 Studies like this continue to show that our Christianity has become a mile long but an inch deep.


And I want to be clear: I have a deep respect for Willow Creek. I think they have consistently raised the bar on what membership means. I worked there for a year, and we always used to joke that if you complained about something at Willow, you had just volunteered yourself to help solve whatever was wrong. I remember hearing at Willow that “90 percent commitment still falls 10 percent short.”4


What Willow Creek so courageously unveils through their own confession is that we have much work to do in most of our congregations when it comes to forming fully devoted followers of Jesus, not just believers.


If our gospel is only about personal salvation, then it is incomplete. If our gospel is only about social transformation and not about a God who knows us personally and counts the hairs on our heads, then it, too, is incomplete.


TONY: Because I am not yet living up to what Jesus expects me to be in those red letters in the Bible, I always define myself as somebody who is saved by God’s grace and is on his way to becoming Christian. As Philippians 3:13 to 14 says, “Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” Being saved is trusting in what Christ did for us, but being Christian is dependent on the way we respond to what he did for us.


SHANE: As the old saying goes, “I’m not saved because I’m good, but I’m trying to be good because I’m saved.” Good works do not earn our salvation. They prove and demonstrate our salvation. If we have truly tasted grace, we become more gracious people. Grace makes us gracious. If we really become a new creation in Christ, that should transform how we act, who we hang out with, how we look at money and war and politics, and why we are here on earth. Indeed, all things become new.


One of the challenges we have is the concept that where everything is Christian, nothing is Christian. By that I mean that we live in a Christianized civilization wherein God-talk is heard everywhere, but with little attention given to what we’re actually saying or what’s implied in what we’re saying. So when our money says, “In God we trust,” that’s quintessentially taking the Lord’s name in vain when it is used to buy heroin in my neighborhood, or guns or bombs or pornography, or whatever. It would be better if it said, “In God sometimes we trust” or “In God we hope to trust.” But then, when God-talk is used thoughtlessly and carelessly, it inoculates us. It’s like getting a small dose of something that’s real, but not getting hit with the full force of it—you become immune to the real thing. No one wants Christianity because of the little bit they’ve experienced.


TONY: I remember reading somewhere that Søren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, told this wonderful story about how he was learning to swim. He remembers being in the swimming pool with his father standing on the edge of the pool, urging him to let himself go and trust the water to keep him afloat. He remembers splashing with his hands, kicking in the water with one foot, and yelling to his father, “Look! I’m swimming, I’m swimming!” But all the time, he said, “I was hanging onto the bottom of the pool with my big toe.”


That describes me. I want to yell out to the Lord, “Look how I’m obeying you! Look how I’m fulfilling your will! I’ve let go of the things of the world!” But I really haven’t. I’m holding on, so to speak, with my big toe. There’s something in each of us that holds onto the things of this world. We hope we can let go and let Jesus have his way with us, but most of us can’t pull that off as well as we should.


SHANE: So the litmus test of whether or not something is Christian is the question, Does it look more and more like Jesus? There are some folks who would say they are Christian, but they are looking less and less like Jesus. And there are some folks who would never claim to be Christian, yet their hearts and their passions are slowly moving closer and closer to Jesus’ heart. It’s up to God to sort all that out. Being more like Jesus is what we are trying to do as Red Letter Christians; it’s where we’re coming from, and where we’re going.
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Dialogue on Community


For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.


Matthew 18:20


TONY: Shane, you have become an icon for many young people around the world who seem to be tired of what they consider to be inauthentic Christianity because you represent something that’s refreshing to them. You, more than most of us, appear to be living out this Red Letter Christianity stuff by faithfully taking Jesus seriously. Because of this, many have called you a representative of postmodern Christianity—postmodern in the sense that while holding to the traditional doctrines of Christianity, you embrace a view of God’s love and grace that extends beyond the parameters evangelicals tend to establish about who is “in” and who is “out” in God’s family.


To a large extent, I think one of the reasons for your popularity as a writer and a speaker is that you represent how God’s Spirit is moving in these times. You seem to suggest that God is creating a new consciousness among young people who seem to be craving a Christianity that is different from the one that I grew up with.


SHANE: People today want a Christianity that looks like Jesus again. The good news is that Jesus has survived the embarrassing things that we Christians have done in his name, as found in the dark side of the history of fundamentalism, the messiness of the religious Right, and even more recently, in folks who burn the Koran and hold signs that say “God Hates Fags,” all in the name of Christianity. What’s remarkable is that young people know there is more to Christianity than that, and that such destructive acts don’t represent Jesus.


In the same way, African American friends have said that the fact that the Black church survived or that Native Americans still love Jesus is one of the greatest signs that God is at work in the world that we can ever imagine, considering the hideous, terrible things that we have done in his name.


Young folks have also grown up with a ton of questions, but they aren’t always looking for somebody to answer their questions. Sometimes they are looking for people to question the answers, because the answers they’ve been given are not substantial. They are looking for people to ask the questions with them, and to sit with them in the brokenness of the world that we have. And through the Internet and other technology, folks are aware that the world we’ve been handed is fragile—and if our faith is only promising people life after death and not asking if there is life before death, we are going to lose them.


There’s a ton of energy right now behind thinking about what Jesus has to say about things like economics, about violence. Because these are things we see everywhere right now—poverty and war, for example. The good news is that Jesus had a lot to say about these things. He wasn’t just talking about what happens after we die. He was talking about how we live right now. He was talking about widows and orphans, laborers and wages—the exact same things that young people are talking about today.


TONY: This new group of young people that you sometimes call “ordinary radicals” includes some who are living in the intentional community called the Simple Way. Together, you live in one of the derelict sections of Philadelphia and are struggling with the issues you have mentioned.


I am not surprised that young people today are asking questions that were seldom asked by my generation. I saw this coming. Back when I was teaching at the University of Pennsylvania some thirty-five years ago, I remember a young Jewish man who became a convert to Christianity who, having read the Sermon on the Mount, asked me whether or not I had an insurance policy and a retirement fund.


When I answered, “What kind of question is that?” he said, “Well, I was just reading in Matthew that you’re to take no thought for the future as what you need to eat and what you need to be clothed. Jesus said you shouldn’t concern yourself about these things.”


I almost felt like saying, “What do you want me to do, live like the birds of the air and the flowers of the field?” I didn’t say that because he would have said, “That’s what Jesus told you to do, so why don’t you?”


Here I am, an old guy, living on my pension, social security, and 401(k) that I’ve set aside for my old age, and I’m asking myself how to explain all that while claiming to be a follower of Jesus who said, “Lay not up for yourself treasures on earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt, where thieves break through and steal” (Matthew 6:19 KJV), I did exactly what Jesus told me not to do. I have laid up treasures for myself here on earth.


As young people like yourself come along and challenge me about such things, I really am having to review my lifestyle in light of the words of Jesus. It’s one thing to talk about the radical lifestyle that Jesus prescribes, but I am asking myself, Do I have the faith to live out that radical lifestyle? I’m constantly struggling with this. I’m calling myself a Red Letter Christian. I’m promoting this movement, but to what extent am I actually living out those red letters? My only defense is that I’m not as unfaithful today as I was yesterday.


One of my students once told me, “I know non-Christians who are living more Christ-like lives than you’re living!” My response was, “If they’re so wonderful without Jesus, can you imagine how much more wonderful they would be with Jesus? And if you think that I’m so bad with Jesus, can you imagine what I would be like without Jesus?” Don’t judge me in terms of what I am, but how far I’ve come, and in terms of where I hope to go in life. I hope to go a far greater distance toward living a Christ-like life from where I am right now.


SHANE: One of the things people seem to identify with in my journey is that I’ve been working really hard on the log in my own eye. I came out of a Bible Belt culture that was very suffocating, with racism and sexism, and I was handed a lot of answers that just didn’t work for me. You know, “God and Country,” and all those things. I was steeped in guilt and bitterness, and confused about what was right. In the same way I’ve been working on that, I think there are a lot of people who have logs in their own eyes that are similar to the one in my eye. They are figuring that out too.


I’m not a big fan of guilt. In John 10:10, Jesus says he has come to give us life to the fullest, not guilt to the fullest. So I’m interested in that life—and so are a lot of other folks—because we often settle for something far short of life to the fullest. We opt for survival, security, and comfort rather than the cross and suffering love of Jesus. We choose the American dream instead of the gospel dream. But the freest people I know are the folks who have learned to live like the lilies and the sparrows. Once a reporter said to Mother Teresa that he couldn’t do what she did if he was paid a million dollars. She answered, “Yes, for a million dollars I wouldn’t do it either.”1 I think Jesus is showing us that there is a pearl, a prize, worth leaving everything for. So it’s not about what you’ve left, but it’s about what you’ve found.


One of the things that’s been really helpful for me is being surrounded by folks like you, Tony, and others who keep pushing me to risk more. I wouldn’t have imagined taking off my shoes and putting them on someone who’s homeless until I saw my buddy Chris do it. I wouldn’t have thought of offsetting the carbon impact when I go speak by asking the people I’ll be talking to if they would commit to not driving their cars for a week until my friend Will started doing that. So I think that’s where community is really clutch—because it keeps daring us to move further than we already have. We look toward folks who are a little further along, and they take us with them.


When we started our community, we had a real Franciscan sense of the love of poverty, and the desire to get rid of everything. We still believe that we don’t need the stuff of earth that moths can destroy and rust can kill (Luke 12:33). But that doesn’t mean that we’re left without any providence or security. We have an alternative security, and it comes from God and from a community that believes in bearing each other’s burdens. So when someone has a financial need, like the early church, we are going to pool our money together and meet that need. Some of that has more structure now, fifteen years after we started the community. We have ways of taking care of medical bills when they come up. We have ways of taking care of someone’s house if it catches on fire.


For the early church, it wasn’t that they were being sent out with no extra food, no extra clothes, just to suffer on the streets; they were learning about this new kind of community. When they went into a town, people were going to welcome them into their homes. The early Christians discovered that even if they did not own houses, they had homes everywhere they went. And that’s what I’ve found when I’ve traveled: there is enough. And the hope is that there will be enough daily bread for this day. We’ve found that as we hold less and less for tomorrow, there’s more and more for today for everyone.


TONY: Your concept of community is so crucial to our discussion because there’s an extreme sense of individualism that pervades our society. From a historical point of view, Plutarch, a Greek philosopher, is considered by many to be the man who sowed the seeds that gave birth to the Renaissance because he was the first one to lift up the concept of individualism and to make fulfilling individual potential the primary goal of human existence. But some of us Red Letter Christians contend that this heightened individualism can be called a Christian heresy. Jesus did not call us into individualism as much as he called us into community. It is in the context of community, according to Scripture, that we discover our individual gifts and callings and discover how we are to make our unique contributions to the well-being and blessing of all.


Back to that University of Pennsylvania student who was converted from Judaism to Christianity and then asked me about my lifestyle and “laying up treasures here on earth” in anticipation of my retirement. I asked him, “Well, who’s going to take care of me in my old age? If I get sick and don’t have an insurance policy, who is going to take care of me? Who is going to take care of my wife and kids should I get hit by a truck tomorrow morning?”


He looked at me with sheer surprise and said, “Well, the church! Right? You belong to the church, don’t you? Doesn’t the community of Christians take care of its people? Doesn’t the church meet the needs of its individual members?”


I took a deep breath and said, “You know what? The church as described in Acts 2 seldom exists, and it certainly doesn’t exist for me. I have had to function as an individual rather than being a part of a community that will take care of me when I need help.”


Granted, I go to some churches where I can glean a few good feelings and say, “Oh, those churches gave me a deep, warm sense of belonging.” But that’s not community. Such churches provide a little bit of warm fellowship, but community is where people, as Paul writes so graphically in the book of Galatians, “bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ” (6:2 KJV). I don’t belong to that kind of community, but I think the world is hungry for it.


Conversely, there’s communism. If heresy is an exaggeration of a distorted biblical truth, I would say that communism falls into that category. We all know what communism strove to do—create community. Of course, it didn’t! It was horrible and dictatorial. You cannot create community by imposing it on people politically. Community has to emerge out of a oneness of spirit, which is what the early church had. That is what’s very rare in today’s world. It’s community that you and your friends in the Simple Way are endeavoring to create.


SHANE: Community is exactly what the early church had, and it was an imperfect community too. But the more you look at it, you can see that their sharing wasn’t a prescription for community but a description of community. It wasn’t that they had community because they shared; they shared because they had community. So it’s not a system—“if you share everything then you’re instantly a community.” It was natural outgrowing because they believed they were born again. Why should someone have less when someone else has more? In fact, as one historian (who wasn’t a Christian) described the early Christians, “Every one of them who has anything gives ungrudgingly to the one who has nothing. If they see a traveling stranger, they bring him under their roof. They rejoice over him as over a real brother, for they do not call one another brothers after the flesh, but they know they are brothers in the Spirit and in God. If they hear that one of them is imprisoned or oppressed for the sake of Christ, they take care of all his needs. If possible they set him free. If anyone among them is poor or comes into want while they themselves have nothing to spare, they fast two or three days for him. In this way they can supply any poor man with the food he needs.”2


There are many precedents for that. John Wesley, in a sense, fasted. He lived off a poverty wage and said, “If I leave behind me ten pounds . . . you and all mankind bear witness against me, that I lived and died a thief and a robber.”3


TONY: And Wesley did die with only five British pounds in his pocket. All he had to his name was a Bible and five pounds. He had given away what he didn’t need. Lenny Bruce, who was known for being a foul-mouthed comedian, said, “Any man who calls himself a religious leader and owns more than one suit is a hustler as long as there is someone in the world who has no suit at all.”4 I wish he had been able to meet John Wesley.


Most of us know John 3:16. Many Christians memorize that verse. But few of us memorize 1 John 3:17, which reads basically “If you have this world’s goods, and you know of a brother or sister who is in need, and you keep what you have while that person suffers, how can you say, ‘I have the love of God in my heart?’” That verse raises the question, How can I claim that I have the love of God in my heart if I could help someone who’s in need, but I keep what I have while that person suffers?


SHANE: Martin Luther, the champion of those saved by grace alone not works, said: “There are three conversions necessary: the conversion of the heart, mind, and the purse.”5 And Baptist evangelist Charles Spurgeon once said, “With some [Christians] the last part of their nature that ever gets sanctified is their pockets.” We need to realize that community and radical economics are at the heart of the Christian faith. Even John the Baptist insisted as he preached repentance from sin, “If you have two tunics give one away” (Luke 3:11). Rebirth comes with responsibility and causes us to hold our possessions loosely. We are to live simply so others may simply live.
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Dialogue on the Church


I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.


John 17:20–21


TONY: There’s a lot of talk these days about a “religionless Christianity” that claims that being a member of a local congregation is not a necessity for a Christian. You must be aware that many young people who are attracted to Red Letter Christianity are Christians who often drop out of church. Every sociological study done of late indicates that young adults are becoming more and more spiritual but less and less religious, that institutionalized religion is a turnoff for them.1 Because your community, the Simple Way, isn’t affiliated with a denomination, do you see a need for a local church?


SHANE: I certainly understand the spiritual hunger and the discontentment that many young Christians have with the church. Fifteen years ago, when folks asked me if the Simple Way was Protestant or Catholic, I would say, “No, we are just followers of Jesus.” There was an innocence in that answer, but I also began to see that it is pretentious to think we can be Christian without the church. So now when people ask me if we are Protestant or Catholic, I answer by saying, “Yes.” And I do mean that. We have Protestants and Catholics and Pentecostals and Quakers, and we have found that rather than trying to throw out our traditions, we need to bring them back to life. Instead of complaining about the church we’ve experienced, we are working on becoming the church that we dream of.


In the third century, the Bishop of Carthage, Saint Cyprian, put words to the conviction held by the early Christians: “If we don’t accept the Church as our Mother, then we cannot have God as our Father.” Now I don’t think that means we have to leave her the way she is. In fact, just the opposite. We need to love her and help her recover, and never give up on her.


God is restoring all things. Institutions like the church are broken just like people, and they are being healed and redeemed. So I think of the church kind of like a dysfunctional parent. It’s been famously said, “The church is a whore, but she’s my mother.”


The church needs discontentment. It is a gift to the kingdom, but we have to use our discontentment to engage rather than to disengage. We need to be a part of repairing what’s broken rather than jumping ship. One of the pastors in my neighborhood said, “I like to think about the church like Noah’s Ark. That old boat must have stunk bad inside. But if you try to get out, you’ll drown.”


Just as we critique the worst of the church, we should also celebrate her at her best. We need to mine the fields of church history and find the treasures, the gems. We need to celebrate the best that each tradition can bring—I want the fire of the Pentecostals, the love of Scripture of the Lutherans, the roots of the Orthodox, the mystery of the Catholics, and the zeal of the evangelicals. We want to discover the best saints and heroes from our different histories.


At the Simple Way, we didn’t want to end up like the seed that Jesus described that falls on the ground and sprouts up, but dies because it has no roots (Matthew 13), so we are careful to see our communities as little cells that are part of a big body. Cells are born and cells die, but the body goes on living. We are community planters, not church planters. We want to join together the local congregations in our neighborhood, like cells in a body. In this way we are not parachurch; instead, we are prochurch. We are a part of restoring the congregations around us.
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