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INTRODUCTION

Late one evening, while attending a conference in the German city of Hamburg, I boarded a commuter train and headed for an outlying suburb where I was planning to spend the night. The train car was completely empty at that late hour, and I dozed sleepily as it rattled past the harbor and then through the industrial district. Some minutes into the trip, however, my reverie was sharply interrupted when an elderly man, dressed in rags and clearly suffering from a mental disability, shuffled into the car, closely followed by four teenagers. The young men, sporting an assortment of chains, tattoos, and body piercings, entered the car amid raucous laughter and loud talk. Almost immediately their attention focused on the old man who had seated himself near the center doors.

As I watched uneasily, the four began to taunt him, shouting obscenities and making humiliating references to his mental condition. Then one of the teens shook up a half-filled can of beer and aimed the foamy spray directly into the old man’s face. Without warning, their verbal abuse suddenly escalated into a physical attack as they began kicking his legs with their heavy boots and punching him in the arms and face.

Seated toward the back of the car, I looked on with a mixture of horror and fear as the terrible scene unfolded before me. I am not a big person; I am not trained in any of the martial arts; I have never considered myself particularly brave. Even more crucially, I have been a professing Christian for most of my adult life, and I have always understood pacifism to be at the very core of the good news of the gospel. Yet I knew with absolute certainty that I could not simply sit back and watch this helpless old man be mercilessly beaten.

As the seconds ticked past, a hundred different thoughts and emotions raced through my mind. I was angry—more than angry, really. I was enraged. This kind of violence was absolutely wrong! The old man had done nothing to deserve this kind of treatment.

Even more powerful than my anger, though, was a palpable sense of fear that overwhelmed me, a fear deep enough to taste. I have lived virtually all my life in the relative comfort and security of a small town where incidents of personal violence are nearly always limited to barroom brawls or domestic disputes, neither of which had ever directly affected me. Moreover, despite my longstanding commitment to peacemaking, nothing in my years of Sunday school classes in a pacifist denomination had prepared me to respond to such a situation. If I jumped in, what would keep them from attacking me? If they did assault me, would I try to defend myself? Did they have weapons? Were they drunk enough to kill us? There was no one else in the car to turn to for help, and the next stop was still several miles away.

Anger. Fear. Helplessness. These were the same emotions that gripped an entire nation—indeed, much of the world—when two hijacked passenger planes exploded violently into the World Trade Center buildings on the morning of September 11, 2001. In stunned disbelief and horror we looked on as the Hollywood-esque ball of orange flame burst out of the south tower. And then, before our eyes, we witnessed the cataclysmic collapse of the two buildings and the instantaneous death of more than 3,000 innocent people.

In the aftermath of those terrible scenes, as letters filled with anthrax spores threatened to paralyze government offices and rumors of additional terrorist targets dominated the media, that same anger and fear, along with an unfamiliar new sense of vulnerability, became nearly all-consuming. Suddenly, the comfortable patterns of daily life—activities as routine as flying in an airplane or opening the mail—had become fraught with danger. Our basic sense of security and freedom, once taken for granted, now seemed imperiled. Overnight, so it seemed, America found itself at war with an enemy it could scarcely identify, an enemy whose goals and convictions seemed as mysterious as they were destructive.

In the midst of these swirling fears, the American people struggled to find an adequate response to this confusing new world. For many, the first impulse was to call friends and family, to seek reassurance in the familiar voices and living presence of those closest to us. As time went by, however, our deep-seated fears began to find other forms of expression. One reaction, of course, was an outpouring of patriotic fervor. In moments of crisis, groups inevitably rally around their most powerful symbols of identity. For most Americans in the weeks following September 11, that symbol was clearly the flag. In communities across the United States, Americans joined in parades and vigils; they mounted flags on buildings, sidewalks, and cars; they posted slogans and signs; and they sang patriotic songs, all to reaffirm a collective sense of national identity and unity.

At the same time, Americans also squelched their fears by demanding that the violence of terrorism be resisted by the righteous violence of vengeance—or at the very least, the strong hand of justice. Within days of the attack one person in my community prominently displayed a 4x8 sheet of plywood with a hand-painted sign reading “Nuke the Bastards.” Using slightly more moderate language, President Bush announced that America was resolved “to smoke the terrorists out of their holes” and he proclaimed the beginning of “the first war of the twenty-first century”—one launched against terrorists wherever they were to be found. Meanwhile, editorial columns in national and local newspapers called on the American people to unite unhesitatingly in the war effort and quickly branded all dissenting voices as being on par with the terrorists themselves.

“If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”

Romans 12:18

Such responses are certainly understandable. Anyone who has taken an introductory psychology course knows that most people, when threatened, usually resort either to “flight or fight.” In the face of such horrific violence, it is not surprising that most Americans chose to circle the wagons, to rally the troops, and to brace themselves for a long and bloody war.

There was, however, still one other general response to the violence of September 11 that cannot be overlooked. In addition to expressing sentiments of patriotism and outrage, Americans also responded to their fear by turning to religion. In the week following the attacks, Bible sales across the United States increased by 27%, church attendance jumped by 6%, and thousands of people who had not been in church since their wedding days found themselves asking for God’s blessing on America with just as much fervor as their deeply Christian neighbors.1 When we feel most vulnerable our attention often turns to basic questions about life’s meaning and our ultimate destiny. In times of crisis we turn to God.

The terrible events of September 11 thus offered the Christian church a significant occasion to respond to the nation with a distinctive voice. In the middle of suffering and death, when all of our easy assumptions about life are suddenly scrambled, Christians should be prepared to offer a unique, transformative perspective on the world—one fundamentally different from the hardwired response of “fight or flight,” or the generic opinions of the workplace, media, or local bar.

At a time of widespread and profound fear, when the impulsive reaction of the nation is toward patriotic unity and an outrage bent on vengeance, what is the meaning of the “good news” of the gospel? Does the church—as the visible body of Christ, composed of Christians from around the world—have any unique insights on the problems of violence, terrorism, and warfare?

This book is written out of a conviction that the gospel of Jesus Christ does indeed speak to the crises of our day with a perspective that is both distinctive and unique. On the Sunday morning following the events of September 11, my small congregation in Indiana, along with millions of other Christians around the world, gathered for a service of worship, reflection, and remembrance. At a time when political pundits of every sort were groping for an appropriate response from the perspective of the nation, we asked God for help in understanding the events of the world from a divine perspective.

How, in the grand sweep of God’s actions in history, should we respond to our new sense of fear and vulnerability? What might Christ have to teach us about the painful reality of violence and suffering in our world? During the course of our service, we shared many songs, thoughts, prayers, and admonitions. But the memory that has lingered with me the longest, looping repeatedly through my mind in the weeks that followed, was a fragment of a song whose text comes from the Iona community in Scotland:

Don’t be afraid. My love is stronger.

My love is stronger than your fear.

Don’t be afraid. My love is stronger,

And I have promised, promised to be always near.

To be sure, there is nothing particularly new or profound in the words of the song. After all, trust in God is the very foundation of Christian faith. The scriptures are full of admonitions to put our faith in Christ, to rely on God alone, to cast aside our fears in the knowledge of God’s presence and strength. Yet if we were to take these words seriously, the declaration that “God’s love is stronger than our fear” might actually turn out to have consequences far more profound than we might generally think.

How might Christians look on the world differently, if we actually—literally—believed that God’s love was indeed stronger than our fears? What would happen if we assumed that our allegiance to God, our identity with Christ, and our commitment to the church would call us to respond to the world’s pain differently than our non-Christian neighbors? In the face of violence, are there any options open to the Christian believer other than the default impulse toward patriotic unity and a steely determination to exact “an eye for an eye”?

This book is an effort to explore such a possibility. At one level, it is a straightforward argument that the gospel of Jesus Christ should lead all Christians to renounce violence and to love all human beings, including our enemies, with the same generous love that God has shown to us. At an even deeper level, it is an invitation to live more fully and joyfully in the Christian conviction that “God’s love is stronger than our fears.”

Which brings me back to my train car in the outskirts of Hamburg and the ugly scene of violence that was unfolding in front of me.

This is what I remember from the next few minutes of that drama. As the teenagers began to kick and pummel the old man, I whispered a deep prayer: “God, calm my fear. Show me the right thing to do.” And then, without really giving my next actions any careful thought, I got out of my seat and walked purposefully toward the old man and his attackers. “Hans!” I called out in my best German, “Hans, how are you? It’s been such a long time since we’ve seen each other!” And then, slipping between two of the surprised young men, I embraced him, helped him to his feet and said, “Come sit with me, Hans. We have so much to catch up on.”

In the sudden silence that ensued, the old man followed me toward the rear of the car, slid into the window seat, and slowly, haltingly, began to respond to my onslaught of questions about his health and his family. The teens looked on, not sure how they should respond. For a time they talked among themselves. But when the train pulled into the next stop, they got out. And at the following stop, “Hans” left as well, mumbling a word of thanks.

A love that is stronger than our fear. The common sense of our culture teaches that the only way to respond to fear is a cowardly retreat or a fight to the finish. The beauty and power of the gospel, by contrast, is that Jesus Christ offers a third alternative: trust in God—and in the transforming, surprising, power of love.

This book is an invitation to consider the consequences of living more consistently in the living reality of God’s love. Chapter One looks at the recent popularity of the phrase “What Would Jesus Do?” especially among evangelical Christians. Throughout the centuries Christians have been tempted to avoid this simple question by redefining faith as a list of doctrinal beliefs or as a private, personal relationship with God or as membership in a particular church. Yet followers of Jesus—those who bear the name of Christ—are called to be his disciples. In a world filled with violence, the question “What Would Jesus Do?” cannot help but bring us face to face with Christ’s clear and consistent teachings on love, a love that extends even to the enemy.

“The fruit of silence is prayer,

The fruit of prayer is faith,

The fruit of faith is love,

The fruit of love is service,

The fruit of service is peace.”

Mother Teresa

Chapter Two addresses some foundational questions related to our deepest assumptions about reality—our worldview. Many, perhaps most, people are quite ready to affirm the ideal of sacrificial love. Most would shudder at the thought of killing another human being and might even affirm, in principle at least, the merits of Christian nonviolence. Yet at the same time, there is a powerful temptation in our culture to insist that ultimately some form of coercive violence is necessary for good to prevail over evil. Sunday morning talk about loving the enemy is fine, but “realists” know deep down that at the end of the day the power of the fist (or the sword or gun or bomb) is really the universal solvent. Though such a worldview might sound compelling, I suggest that it is a perspective in which God becomes virtually irrelevant. A worldview that assumes that reality is ultimately based on coercion and force is literally a-theistic and one, therefore, that Christians should want to challenge.

In the following chapter, I propose an alternative narrative about reality, a worldview deeply rooted in the biblical account of Creation, the Fall, and God’s tireless efforts at redemption. Christians of all persuasions affirm that human beings were created to live in Shalom—that is, to live in harmony with God, with each other, and with nature.

In the story of the Fall, the Shalom for which we were meant has been shattered. But the great power of the Christian story is its dramatic account of God’s stubborn determination to call human beings back to the purpose for which we were originally created. In Christ, we have both the means and the model of Shalom’s restoration. The church, Christ’s body made visible to the world, offers a living testimony to the power of God’s Shalom and the ultimate victory of the resurrection over the competing claims of violence and death.

Chapter Four expands on one specific theme of the nonviolent power of the cross: humility. Far from encouraging a passive retreat from the world, humility seeks to embody the vulnerability of the cross in everyday human relations. For the Christian, humility includes a willingness to give up control over the outcome of history; it refuses to ground Christian faith in the coercive logic of the debater; it confesses that our ethical actions are not always consistent; and it seeks to listen with special care to the voices of our opponents. In the end, Christian pacifism is not an argument to be won, or a tool for reaching ideal political outcomes, or even an airtight ethical system. It is simply a commitment to follow Jesus sincerely and completely, even if that path should lead to the cross.

In Chapter Five I attempt to address head-on the tensions Christians sometimes feel between faith in God and their sense of loyalty to the nation. At the heart of this tension is a fundamental question regarding our basic allegiance. Does our identity rest primarily in the bonds of patriotic loyalty to a particular nation, or do our commitments to Christ call us to a higher allegiance whose boundaries transcend those of the nation-state?

Choosing against war is not merely a moral decision made in the context of armed conflict. A consistent form of Christian pacifism may also nudge believers in peacetime to be cautious about accepting the notion of a “Christian nation,” and it may prompt Christians to think more critically about the meaning of patriotism. Chapter Five concludes with an effort to respond to some of the criticisms frequently raised against the commitment to Christian pacifism.

Finally, because Christian pacifists often have a reputation for being clearer about what they are against rather than what they actually affirm, Chapter Six concludes with some examples of how Christians committed to the gospel of peace are putting their faith into action. Christian citizens, I suggest, should be politically engaged—not primarily in the traditional sense of party politics and partisan lobbying, but in more creative and transformative ways that remain true to the principles of Christian love and humility. Christian citizens will actively promote the quality of life in their communities by living lives of personal integrity, by nurturing the dignity and well-being of their neighbors, by fostering perspectives that transcend national borders, and by bearing witness in word and deed to the promise of God’s Shalom.

One final thought: a life lived in dependence on God offers no predictable outcomes or guarantees of physical safety. This book will not argue that pacifism always “works,” in the sense of bringing about a resolution to conflict in which the aggressor inevitably backs down. Indeed, my story could also have ended with the teenagers beating up both of us. History is filled with accounts of Christians whose faith and trust in God resulted in their deaths. But we remember them as martyrs precisely because they died in the confidence of a love more powerful than fear. With the apostle Paul, Christians proclaim a Christ who demonstrated that “power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Our calling is to live with joy in the power of that love.


 

1 Christianity Today (November 12, 2001), 19.
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“WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?”—ON BEING A CHRISTIAN IN NORTH AMERICA
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“Most of Christ’s teachings disagree with our way of living. But preachers, … seeing that men will not fit their ways to Christ’s pattern, have fitted His teaching to human customs, to get agreement somehow or other.”

Thomas More, Utopia (1516)



In 1896 novelist Charles M. Sheldon published a book that captured the enduring attention of Christian readers for generations to come. In His Steps tells the story of a small-town, Protestant congregation somewhere in the Midwest. Early in the book a mysterious stranger, a tramp dressed in rags, disturbs the neatly ordered life of the parishioners of First Church by interrupting their singing one Sunday morning with a request for help. When the well-heeled members reject his plea, the tramp exclaims to the congregation, “It seems to me there’s an awful lot of trouble in the world that somehow wouldn’t exist if all the people who sing such songs went and lived them out.” And then, without warning, he lurches over the communion table and dies on the spot, leaving the stunned congregation to sort through its response.

As it turns out, the disruptive event sparks a revival at First Church. Led by pastor Henry Maxwell, several members of the congregation pledge to structure their lives for an entire year around the simple question: what would Jesus do?

That question, and their determination to respond to it with integrity, ultimately transforms the entire congregation. In seeking to follow Jesus concretely—in deed as well as in word—the congregation finds itself pulled out of the comfort of its traditional piety into the messy and painful realities of urban life in Chicago. Within a year, spiritual revival becomes inextricably linked to social reform, and the book ends with Maxwell and his parishioners deeply involved in the daily lives and local neighborhoods of those they have come to serve.

Nearly a hundred years later, a youth group at Calvary Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, read Sheldon’s novel and was inspired to shape their lives around the same question: what would Jesus do? To remind themselves of this commitment they began to wear homemade bracelets with the letters “WWJD” woven into them. The bracelets quickly aroused the curiosity of their classmates and friends, and before long the WWJD movement had spread throughout the entire nation. Today, an estimated 14 million bracelets have been sold and the WWJD campaign has gone mainstream, appearing on hundreds of products. The official WWJD website calls the phenomenon “a counter-cultural revolution that has reverberated around the world.”

What would Jesus do? The question certainly sounds simple and uncontroversial enough. After all, it seems obvious that those who claim the name of Christ would want to pattern their lives around his teaching and example. Obvious, that is, until you leave the safety of a Sunday morning worship service and start to ask what this might actually mean in the routines of daily life during the rest of the week.

The moment you start to get specific about what all is implied in doing what Jesus would do, the question suddenly becomes much more complicated. After all, we are likely to say, Jesus lived in a very different cultural context—the issues he faced in first-century Palestine are not the same as those we encounter in the twenty-first century. Would Jesus run for public office or lobby for political causes? Would Jesus defend his mother if she were attacked? Would Jesus avoid movies rated “R” for violence? The Gospels simply do not address these questions, at least not directly.

The basic sentiment is clear enough: Christians all want to follow Jesus. But the more concretely we try to answer the question, what would Jesus do?, the more uncomfortable we are with the possible implications of the answers. Fearful, perhaps, that taking the WWJD question seriously might challenge comfortable assumptions and habits, we prefer not to linger too long on the question. And so it seems that many contemporary Christians, even those who prominently display the WWJD motto, are more inclined to avoid the question, to evade hard thinking about the concrete teachings and example of Jesus and, instead, to reformulate the essence of Christian faith in terms that are more amendable to our current cultural practices.

Consider, for example, five varieties of Christian faith commonly practiced today. Each offers the world some very important truths about the essence of Christianity. None is a false or heretical form of Christian faith. And almost never do these expressions of faith consciously try to avoid following Christ in daily life. But in their own distinct way, each version of Christianity has found a means of blunting the difficult challenge posed by the WWJD question.

To the extent that each implies that WWJD is not really central to the good news of the gospel, it offers an incomplete perspective on biblical faith.

Not WWJD, But the Cross Is What Really Matters

Perhaps the most common way we can avoid the challenge to live as Jesus did is to shift our focus from his life and teachings to his death and resurrection. Of course Jesus did lots of good things while he was alive, but the real purpose of his life was not what he said or did, but that he died on the cross so that we could enjoy the gift of salvation. In sending Jesus to the world, God’s intention was to provide sinful humanity with a means of satisfying the debt of our guilt before God. Thus, Jesus came to earth as a completely sinless and innocent person.

On our behalf he shed his blood and died a painful death, and because he did this, God can grant each of us the gift of grace and eternal life. Therefore, the question is not really “What would Jesus do?” but “What did Jesus do?” Jesus has already accomplished his mission; all we need to do now is to confess our sins and accept the sacrifice he made on our behalf. Of course Christians should strive to be good people, but the real drama of salvation has already happened on the cross. This should be our focus: giving thanks to God for His grace, and then inviting other people to enjoy the free gift of salvation.

Not WWJD, But Doctrine Is What Really Matters

For some contemporary Christians, Christian faith essentially boils down to the life of the mind, that is, to matters of belief. Through the ages, gifted church leaders and theologians have studied the Bible carefully, have debated the nature of salvation from every possible angle, and have formulated a series of specific statements that seem to distill accurately and precisely the essence of Christian theology. To become a Christian usually means that you have given these questions careful thought, and then have answered—often in the form of a public statement or affirmations to questions—“yes,” you do indeed believe these statements to be true. To be sure, those who emphasize doctrinal beliefs would always insist on the importance of a relationship with God, and they would encourage Christians to live upright lives. But Christian faith takes on a tangible, concrete expression, it becomes visible and real, when the believer affirms a list of specific doctrines and then pledges to defend them with thoughtful arguments and careful proofs from Scripture.

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”

Matthew 5:9

Not WWJD, But Feelings Are What Really Matter

There are other modern Christians who are apt to say—or, more likely, to imply through their preaching and actions—that the essence of Christian faith can be found in the inward, personal, subjective experience that the believer has, once she has accepted Christ into her life as personal Savior. In this stream of Christianity, belief is not linked so much to a formal set of doctrines as it is to the emotional state of happiness, joy, and inner peace that accompanies God’s presence in our lives.

Knowing that our moods can fluctuate, that there are times when we do not always sense the warm inner feeling of spiritual security, these Christians stress the importance of regular revival experiences, often accompanied by dramatic, emotional expressions of repentance or ecstatic joy.

Christians who emphasize the importance of feelings are likely to be critical of the academic abstractions that sometimes accompany an emphasis on doctrine; they are leery about a faith that is tied too closely to rules of ethical behavior. What matters most is the inner experience of the living presence of the Holy Spirit and a sense in your heart of God’s intimacy and love.

Not WWJD, But Membership Is What Really Matters

Still other contemporary Christians suggest that the most important aspect of faith is a ritual of membership in which believers join the church and have their names inscribed into a heavenly “book of life.” For those denominations that practice infant baptism, the act of membership occurs very early in life, while the individual is still a baby. Through baptism, God’s grace and salvation are conferred on the child and he, in some sense, thereby becomes a Christian, regardless of his intentions or beliefs or feelings.

Sometimes the link between membership and salvation is less explicit. For some people raised in churches with strong family traditions or ethnic identity, faith becomes a kind of genealogical inheritance, a birthright you receive from a previous generation, with the assumption that you, in turn, are to pass it along to your children. Doctrine and feelings and behavior matter, of course, but the bedrock of Christian identity is the ritual of baptism and your membership in a particular church.

Not WWJD, But Being Good Is What Really Matters

Finally, there are many people who call themselves Christians largely because they conform to widely accepted and respectable standards of moral behavior. They may not invest a lot of energy in the finer points of doctrine; they are not likely to speak of an emotion-filled or personal relationship with Christ; they may not be all that vigilant in church attendance. But they are responsible and upstanding members of the community.

Such Christians do not cheat on their tax returns; they don’t steal from their employees; they keep their lawns mowed and their leaves raked; they contribute to the United Way campaign; they serve on local school boards; they fly their flags on the Fourth of July; they obey the law; they are polite to their families and friends. These believers are pragmatic and matter-of-fact about faith. Jesus taught that Christians would be recognized by their fruits. In a world full of duplicity and greed, living as a decent, law-abiding citizen is evidence enough of one’s personal religious convictions.

But What Would Jesus Do?

Clearly these short summaries are too brief to be fair to any single position. Many Christians would likely want to agree with some combination of these categories, and there are definitely positive aspects to each of these tendencies that enhance the Christian witness and could be defended on the basis of Scripture.

What is less clear, however, about any of these five categories is whether they offer a helpful understanding as to how we might model our lives more completely around the life and teaching of Jesus.

Surely the crucifixion was central to Jesus’ mission on earth, but if this was the only reason he came, why did he spend so much time and energy teaching the disciples how they were to live? Or why did he warn that it would not be those who say “Lord, Lord” who will enter the Kingdom, but rather the one “who does the will of my Father” (Matthew 7:21)?

Surely Jesus cared about belief. “The one who believes,” he told his listeners, “will be saved” (Mark 16:16). But he did not demand that his followers agree on a highly detailed list of doctrinal tenets before they could be considered his disciples.

Surely Jesus was a man of deep emotions who had close personal relations with a wide range of people. But he never suggested that following him would guarantee good, warm feelings or freedom from all doubts, uncertainties, and periods of confusion.

Surely Jesus cared about group identity—so much so, in fact, that he warned the disciples that allegiance to God could mean a painful separation from the natural bonds of affection they had with their biological families. But the decision to follow Jesus was never routine or automatic. Peter, James, and John chose to follow Jesus. No one was born a disciple.

And surely Jesus taught his followers to be good people—to be generous, compassionate, and responsible. But he also explicitly warned against those who thought discipleship could be reduced to following a code of common etiquette. Even the Pharisees and the righteous heathen, he said, love their neighbors and hate their enemies. There is nothing uniquely Christian about condemning adultery or demanding the justice of “an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” Good deeds certainly mattered to Jesus, but he seems to have been less interested in gathering around him good people than in inviting people to be transformed in every aspect of their lives.

So what does it mean to be a follower of Jesus? How should we respond to the question, “What would Jesus do?” To a large extent, the answers to these questions can only be sorted out in local settings with other Christian believers who are committed to discerning God’s will for their lives in very specific and concrete ways. Christian faith is too dynamic, too adventurous, to be reduced to simple formulas or a fixed set of principles.

At the same time, however, the gospels do offer some very important insights into Christ’s ministry that are worth pondering, especially for those who want to take the WWJD challenge seriously. The themes from Jesus’ teachings and example that I want to highlight are not comprehensive. But they may provide a number of important clues for contemporary Christians to consider, especially those of us who are looking for a way to bring a new sense of vitality, joy, and relevance into our Christian lives.
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