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Introduction






SHE WAS FOUR years old, the little girl I was going to see on a cold December night. I felt the bite of the Texas wind as I got out of the car in front of a run-down little house. I was dressed in the uniform of our city’s police department, where I served as chaplain. In my hands I carried a stuffed animal, a Christmas present for a child I had never met. It seemed almost insulting to think this small gift could mean anything to this little one who had suffered so much.


Our officers had found her at the bottom of a gully—raped, thrown out like trash, and left to die. She was out of the hospital now and staying with her grandmother. As chaplain and as a pastor of a church in the city, I felt I should pay her a visit. But I wondered, as I rang the doorbell, if I would only be making matters worse. How would this victimized little girl react to a strange man coming to see her? Was she so traumatized that she would hide in terror? Would she scream when I entered the house? I knew those were possibilities.


But nothing could have prepared me for her reaction.


Her grandmother answered the door and thanked me for coming as she let me in. Before I could say a word, a precious child who had never seen me before came running across the room and jumped into my arms. She wrapped her tiny arms around my neck and clung to me. Stunned, I simply held her for a long time.


Eventually she let me show her the present I had brought for her. She seemed pleased with it but more interested in me. After a short visit I stood to go, and she leaped into my arms again. She whispered words into my ear that I will never forget: “I wish you were my daddy.”


I’ve thought about that night many times in the years since. Deep inside, at our core, we all want a Father who will hold us. One who will heal us when we’re wounded and make things right when they are wrong. A Daddy with big, strong arms.


But is it only a wish, a childish hope no more real than a fairy tale? What if there were no such Father?


I could not be the father that hurting child needed. Only God can be the Father who will love her enough and who is powerful enough to ultimately bring any redeeming good from the hideous evil she’d suffered. If he’s really there.


If he’s not, the implications for all of life are almost unimaginable.


What If God Is Not Real?


That’s the question of all questions, isn’t it? The answer affects everything. Who hasn’t gazed at the stars on a clear night and, feeling the smallness of our humanity, wondered if we’re really all alone in the vastness. If, just maybe, there’s nothing out there.


God (if he is real) seems to refuse being “proved.” He values faith so much that in his Word (if it really is his), he says that “without faith it is impossible” to please him (Hebrews 11:6).


Yet who among us has not stared at those same stars and felt the awe and majesty of a creation that cries out in proclamation of a Creator—that seems too ridiculously complex to have been an accident?




I believe that God is real. In fact, I believe that the God of the Bible is exactly who he says he is. I believe he has given us enough evidence to believe in him, using intellect as well as faith.


And yet the implications if I were mistaken about God are terrifying, at least for me. It would mean that I am wasting my one shot at life. You see, I have poured my life into serving him, into following this God I love, into the relationship I have with him through his Son, Jesus. I’ve been in ministry for more than a quarter of a century. I have based my marriage, my parenting, and the very foundation of my life on what I believe about God. If I am wrong, I am wrong about everything that matters.


Evangelistic Atheists


This causes me to take seriously a surprising development in recent years among atheist leaders. It seems to me that some atheists, a few of whom have become bestselling authors, are taking more seriously the possibility that God is not real than we Christians are taking the possibility that he is! Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Christopher Hitchens are among the most prominent of these atheists. Dawkins calls the group the Four Musketeers. David Aikman, in his book The Delusion of Disbelief, has another name for them. He writes: “Harris, Dawkins, Dennett, and Hitchens—the names resonate like stately Anglo-Saxon partners of a Virginia law firm—descended upon the faithful like, well, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.”1


Atheist leaders seem to understand the ramifications of the existence of God more clearly than most believers. Sam Harris has made quite a stir with his books, The End of Faith and Letter to a Christian Nation. Take a look at his clear depiction of what is at stake here:




The Bible is either the word of God, or it isn’t. Either Jesus offers humanity the one, true path to salvation (John 14:6), or he does not. We agree that to be a true Christian is to believe that all other faiths are mistaken, and profoundly so. If Christianity is correct, and I persist in my unbelief, I should expect to suffer the torments of hell. Worse still, I have persuaded others, and many close to me, to reject the very idea of God. They too will languish in “eternal fire” (Matthew 25:41). If the basic doctrine of Christianity is correct, I have misused my life in the worst conceivable way. I admit this without a single caveat.2




Harris is crystal clear: the question of whether the God of the Bible exists is one of utmost importance. In fact, he, along with a growing group of militant atheists, is willing to commit his life to defeating the idea that God is real. These atheists are evangelistic in their fervor. But I fear that for most Christians, it’s just not that big a deal. God has become merely a part of the culture that is taken for granted. He’s not really the Lord of all life. He’s more like background noise. I get the sense that if he disappeared, we might miss him for a while, like a comfortable jacket we’ve misplaced, but we wouldn’t suffer a substantive loss in our lives. We may believe that he’s real…we just don’t live like he is.


I like atheists. I’ve known many Christians I’d rather not spend time with, but surprisingly, I can’t think of a single atheist I’ve known whom I didn’t like. I have learned from them, respected their honesty, and rejoiced to see some become followers of Christ. I would rather spend time with atheists who know why they don’t believe in God than with Christians who don’t know why they do. I respect conviction—even if it is the conviction to have no convictions.


Lauren Sandler is one of those atheists I really like. Lauren lives in New York City, and I’ve had lunch with her a few times, along with my daughter who is an actress there. Lauren’s book, Righteous, rocked my world. I’ve quoted from it in sermons more than any other book I’ve read in recent years. She declares herself an “unrepentant Jewish atheist,”3 yet she admits that evangelical revival has deeply impacted America in the past and predicts that the next Great Awakening is on the horizon—to be launched by a new generation of radical, young Christ followers. Lauren sees, among young Christians today, “a movement of staggering demographic diversity united by an intensely shared faith.” She says, “We are poised before the next Great Awakening in American history.”4


Quite a prophecy from an atheist! Don’t misunderstand her, though. Lauren is far from excited about the coming revival. “I’ve got news for you: this awakening ain’t so great,” she writes.5 In fact, she wrote her book for the express purpose of galvanizing secularists to stop what she sees as a dangerous religious movement in America.


Righteous does have some flaws. Sandler makes the same mistakes of poor exegesis, for instance, as do many atheists writing about the Bible, claiming that Christians believe Levitical law applies today. She also falls back on stereotypes, lumping together people who clearly hold different beliefs, such as Mark Driscoll and Brian McLaren, or claiming that young Christians read nothing except the Bible.




In spite of these flaws, Sandler diagnoses a real sickness in the church today with devastating clarity, while it seems most believers think either the church is in good health or perhaps has just a passing cold. As I read her book, I found myself “Amen-ing” this atheist many times. Listen to Lauren preach: “It’s up to us to do what Jesus would do, to reach out to those who believe we are the enemy, to lift up the poor and needy, and to turn the world on its head as he did.”6


Amen to that! But she adds this twist: “It is time for our own secular Great Awakening.”7 I’m not going to hold my breath waiting for that awakening. “You are an accidental life in an accidental universe and will rot in the ground with no future” does not seem to me capable of providing the energy needed for a national revival movement. I also am not wringing my hands in fear of the new atheists like Sam Harris, and certainly not Lauren Sandler. Atheists are not the enemy. In fact, we can learn from them. If we are disturbed, it should be because they seem to have more passion about what they’re convinced doesn’t exist than we have about the One who does!


It’s time to quit blaming all the typical culprits of evil society for our own failures to be followers of Christ. If what we believe is true, then we already have sufficient power, through Christ, to radically transform our world. But if we continue on our current path, we can’t blame the atheists for the pitiful state of the culture. We need only take a long look in the mirror.


So my purpose in writing this book is not to try to defeat the atheists. Nor am I attempting a comprehensive defense of the existence of God. Others can and have done that better than I could.


My purpose here is to confront Christians with a question—a question that I believe is the single most important question of our lives.


Does it matter if God is real?


What If God Is Real?


Don’t answer too quickly. I’m not asking how you feel about this question. I’m asking if it makes any difference in your life. I am asking if, despite all of our loud calls for our rights as Christians in the public square, most of us live like God doesn’t really matter that much.


Could it be that we are practical atheists?


Do we think, live, act, and breathe as though the God of the Bible is real? Shouldn’t we, if he really lives in us? And if we don’t, does that not give atheists a good reason to question whether he’s real?


If you’ve picked up this book and you’re an atheist or a seeker of truth, I hope you’ll find the considerations in these pages intriguing. After all, there really is no more important question to answer than whether God exists—and if he does, what does that mean for us? So I’ll have some challenges for you along the way that I hope will interest you. In fact, I’ll make one right now that may shock you.


If you can’t find Christians who live like God is real, don’t become one.


Shane Claiborne, author of The Irresistible Revolution, includes a chapter titled “In Search of a Christian.” In it he says, “I knew we were not going to win the masses to Christianity until we began to live it. So I went on a quest. I went looking for a Christian. I looked around hoping to find someone else who might be asking, What if Jesus meant the stuff he said? And I kept coming across dead people.”8


This is what’s scary about my challenge to you who are not believers. With the current state of Christianity, what if all the ones who actually lived like God is real are dead and gone? I would have to say that you have good reason to be suspicious of God’s existence if he makes no apparent difference in his followers.


Now, to those of you who believe: how’s that for pressure?


But I make no apologies for that statement. This is no game. It’s all or nothing. Sam Harris is right: “Either Christ was divine, or he was not…. In the fullness of time, one side is really going to win this argument, and the other side is really going to lose.”9


But I am confident, those of you who don’t believe, that the real God will lead you to real Christians. They’re out there—I see them every day. And they, in turn, will show you the God who is real.


A lot is at stake here. For me. For you. For those who believe. For those who don’t. For those who are still on the journey, somewhere in the middle. So let’s consider together what it would mean, how it would change us, what life could be, should be…if God were real.
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If God Were Real…the Illusions of Ordinary Life Would Be Shattered




We all need illusions. That’s why we love movies.


Monica Bellucci









Shattering the Illusion That Christian Life Is Boring


Who doesn’t love a great movie? All of the most exciting and wonderful parts of life are right there on the screen to be enjoyed. Romance? Just come to my house anytime my wife, Donna, is watching television, and there’s a pretty good chance she’ll be watching Sleepless in Seattle. I thought the movie was kind of touching the first time I saw it. But Donna still cries, even now that she has the lines memorized.


As for me, I’ll take a movie with raw, masculine courage every time. Nothing beats Gladiator or Braveheart for making you glad to be a man. Or how about pure adventure, like the Indiana Jones films? What could be more cool than watching Indiana get out of every trap—and along the way eat monkey brains, defeat evil, and get the girl?


Yes, movies are one of life’s pleasures—even though we know that what they show us are just illusions. Could it be that we love movies because they allow us to experience, if only for a little while, what we’ll never really have? Or what we aren’t sure we can ever really be?


But what if life is meant to exceed even the best of what we see on film?


What if we are meant to live out the greatest romance of all?


What if we are designed to be powerful and courageous?


What if life could actually be filled with suspense and adventure and we really could live happily ever after?


Well, shouldn’t we expect all these things to be true if God is real? If the One who created this vast universe with a word really did come and live as one of us, die and rise again for us, and promise to fill us with his Spirit, why would we not expect all that and more? Especially since Jesus himself said he came so that we “may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10).


Yes, things don’t always go smoothly in the movies. In fact, a movie with no tension is boring. As Christians, we know that we won’t live happily ever after until we get to heaven. In this world we will have pain and difficulties—but not boredom! Not if God is real.


The movies that seem so exciting to us might be boring when compared with the real lives we are meant to live.


If we actually lived as though God is real.


My friend Gary Witherall calls this kind of life “adventuring for God.” Gary is one of those Christians who really believes in God. He has definitely traded in practical atheism for authentic faith. Gary and his wife, Bonnie, put their authentic faith into action as missionaries in Sidon, Lebanon. Regardless of the personal risk involved in taking their Christian witness to a place where many are hostile to Christianity in general and especially missionaries, Gary and Bonnie sought to show God’s truth through their authentic, caring lives. They deeply loved the Palestinian people they served.


The following was written on the website of Operation Mobilization, the mission agency with which Gary and Bonnie served: “Some people talk about being on the cutting edge; some actually live there. Fewer choose to live on the bleeding edge of humanity, where nothing is humanly certain except great need, where risk defies other definitions, where light shines the brighter for the enveloping darkness. Sidon in Lebanon is such a place, and Bonnie and Gary Witherall were some of those few.”


Gary’s belief has been tested in the most extreme ways. In fact, Gary and Bonnie’s life should be made into a movie. It already has been written as a book. Total Abandon is the story of Bonnie’s murder. Bonnie, a nurse, was shot by a terrorist as she entered the clinic where she cared for Muslim women. The authorities quickly got Gary out of Lebanon. Less than a month after Bonnie’s murder, Gary wrote the following in his journal: “Nothing remains and yet I have everything. I lost my wife, my ministry, my beautiful apartment overlooking the Mediterranean, my friends there, my Arabic classes, and three classes a week studying Islam. The little Honda we drove on the bumpy roads through the crazy traffic. The warmth of Bonnie lying quietly asleep next to me. I was robbed but have been found today steadfast, strong as a piece of steel yet completely broken. Lord, sustain me.”1


Those were not just words in a journal. Since those days of crushing loss, Gary has returned to Lebanon many times, including once with my own daughter. He has stood in front of the place where Bonnie was murdered and preached forgiveness and love to the same culture that killed his wife. And then he sang with my daughter and the others there,…“Blessed be the name of the Lord…You give and take away…My heart will choose to say,…‘Lord, blessed be Your name.’”


Those who know Gary watch him live in boldness, forgiveness, joy, and service to others—even to those who would kill what he loved most. Who lives like this? Only those who believe God is real!


That’s what it’s like to believe in God. Gary is living, breathing, weeping, laughing evidence that God is indeed real. If God does not exist, Gary has done an incredible job of inventing God’s impact in his life!


I’ve gotten to know Gary well since Bonnie’s death. I have laughed and cried with him, counseled him, and received counsel from him. And I had the privilege to help officiate his wedding to Helena, his beautiful new wife (and the granddaughter of a martyr).


God is real to Gary. This man believes it—and then actually lives as though he does. This has not led to an easy life, but it has led to the adventure of real life. Gary has known passionate love, tragedy and heartbreak, terror and suspense, renewal and new love, courage, danger, and adventure. All of the things we flock to see in the movies are his in real life.


Living for God shouldn’t be boring. When we live as though God is real, the true adventure begins. So maybe, after all, living a boring Christian life is a conscious choice, not an inevitable state. Perhaps for most of us the issue is not whether God is real but whether we really want the life that results from living like he is. Perhaps “adventuring for God” is a little too dangerous and risky for most of us. So the question may be, is it worth it to live as though God is real?


Shattering the Illusions of Religion


I’ve served as a pastor for twenty-seven years and served in a mission agency for two years. I have had the opportunity to see many lives like Gary’s—enough to convince me that only God could be responsible for what I have seen in them. But I have to admit that I’ve also seen a lot of the opposite—lives of those who believe in God, who love Jesus, but who have just settled into lives that are nothing like the adventure of following the real God. Most of these are not bad people. They love their families and friends, try to live decent lives, and serve in their churches. But something is missing. Many of them are just overwhelmed with the stuff of life. They’re too busy trying to figure out how to afford a third car payment or how to get their son’s grades up to think much about such “deep” things. They may never have stopped to wonder if there could be something more to their experience of God—something that could dramatically impact those all-consuming daily struggles.


Now, living a life of adventure is not, in itself, evidence that God is real. Some people live lives of reckless adventure without God. But my point is that if God is real, there’s no need to live a boring life! We are meant for more. You can live a life of temporary adventure without God, but you cannot be an authentic follower of the real God without adventure. And why would you want to?


Many people do want very much to experience more than what they currently know of God. Every pastor hears regularly from those folks who want to “go deeper.” I want a deeper knowledge of God too. In fact, I can’t think of anything I want more. But my experience has been that many who want to go deeper are actually afflicted with an insidious spiritual disease I call Deeper-Sleep Syndrome. They make the mistake of thinking that going deeper means getting more knowledge about the Bible, having more Bible studies or worship services, or learning some spiritual mystery that they’ve somehow missed all these years. But as they dive into these things again and again, they’re in danger of going so deep that they end up in a deep spiritual sleep, unconscious of what God really wants. That’s Deeper-Sleep Syndrome.


The cure is actually quite simple. If God is real, surely he wants us to know him and to know him deeply. In fact, he says he has already told us all we need to know. “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness” (2 Peter 1:3). Knowing more about God is a good thing; but acting on what we know is the real answer. James 2:17 says, “Faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.”


So if we were to begin to really live out the teachings of Jesus, we would find ourselves in the middle of an incredible spiritual adventure.


Can it be that simple? After all, isn’t that what Christians are already doing? Or at least something close to it?


I’m not so sure. When I examine my own life, I wonder how much I’m really seeking to follow Jesus, to do exactly what he said. Am I just a part of a church system that does its best to reinvent the words of Jesus to make what he said more palatable for our modern sensibilities, more in sync with the ways we really want to live? Maybe the nineteenth-century philosopher Søren Kierkegaard had it right:




The matter is quite simple. The Bible is very easy to understand. But we Christians are a bunch of scheming swindlers. We pretend to be unable to understand it because we know very well that the minute we understand we are obliged to act accordingly…. My God, you will say, if I do that my whole life will be ruined. How would I get on in the world?


Herein lies the real place of Christian scholarship. Christian scholarship is the Church’s prodigious invention to defend itself against the Bible, to ensure that we can continue to be good Christians without the Bible coming too close. Oh, priceless scholarship, what would we do without you? Dreadful it is to fall into the hands of the living God. Yes, it is even dreadful to be alone with the New Testament.2





Wow. I don’t think I would be quite that hard on scholarship, but he has a point. If God is real, he has told us what we need to know and what we need to do. Could it be that it’s time to take what we know…and do it?


I think we need to be prepared for the ramifications of this. We could be talking about a complete reshaping of how we have “done” our faith. But wouldn’t that be worthwhile if it resulted in the kind of movement that changed the world, the very course of history, through a little group of peasant nobodies in the first century?


So where do we start? First of all, start with hope—wild, fantastic hope that your life could be worthy of the big screen. That all that captivates us while we sit with our popcorn and Cokes may not be just an illusion.


It is time to be “dis-illusioned.”


I stumbled upon a website that fascinates me. It’s called “The Joy of Disillusionment: A Resource for Those Leaving Christianity,”3 and it chronicles the journey and the thoughts of David P. Crews, who has moved from being a committed Christian, a self-professed believer in the God of the Bible, to being an atheist. Crews says, “This site is primarily directed to a select group of people—those who are somewhere in the process of leaving their Christian beliefs behind them and moving forward into an unknown realm of rational, non-theistic thought and life.”4 In other words, he writes to those who once lived as though God is real but now are on a journey to live as though he is not. I found that ironic and intriguing, since I’m writing to people who may not live as though God is real but are on a journey to live as though he is.


I find Crews’ writings to be honest and fair and even instructive in a strange, backward kind of way. He writes: “For those of us who have come out of a religious life to the acceptance of disbelief and of a rational world view, the word disillusionment is uniquely appropriate, but in a new and positive way. In fact, it is the perfect term for us. When we dissect this word, the root is, of course, ‘illusion.’ To be ‘dis-illusioned,’ therefore, is to not be deceived by the illusion. Finally, it is to reject the illusion in favor of what is real.”5


Strangely enough, I find this to be a great description of how Christ followers need to live if we believe God is real. We must come out of the current religious life we’ve been languishing in. We must “disbelieve” it. It is not a rational worldview to live in bland uniformity and creative vacuity if we believe what we say we believe. It is time to leave behind that illusion—to reject it in favor of what is real, the God on whom we have staked everything.


Crews goes on to give us a good prescription for living the “disillusioned” life. “When we replace illusion with reality, we step out of our cavern of myth and take a deep breath of the air outside—brisk and with a tang of scents unknown. It is the real world we are inhaling and it enlivens us to move forward and to value who and what we truly are.”6


Yes! This atheist has just about nailed what life as a Christ follower ought to be.


But I don’t know what I find sadder, the fact that David Crews has concluded that God is an illusion or the fact that we so often and so tragically live as though he is. It is time for us to step out of our cavern of myth—in which we live as though we were godless—and breathe the air God made in the same awesome, exhilarating way he made us to breathe it. Or else get honest and follow Crews into a life of less hypocrisy that simply discounts God altogether.


If you’re ready to be “disillusioned”—if you are determined to live a life that is genuine, a life that embraces the reality of God rather than the illusion we seem to have made him—I affirm your path. I respect David Crews. In fact, I suspect I would like him. But I believe he is wrong, and desperately so. Our hope is valid. It’s intellectually defensible. It’s philosophically sound. But it’s rarely lived.


So let’s begin to live! All the romance and adventure of the most thrilling movies may actually be your birthright as a child of God. The curtain could be lifting, and the screenplay of your life could be about to come alive in a way that would make every flick you’ve ever seen a B film that can’t even begin to measure up.


Shattering the Illusion That Hollywood Must Be Our Enemy


If we truly lived adventurous lives that reflect the reality of God, maybe Christ followers would make all the movies. No, I’m not talking about some battle plan to boycott Hollywood until the purveyors of on-screen smut go broke and Christians take over. (The fact that some have tried things like this fits the sad caricature of Christians the world thinks is true of all of us.) I’m saying that if we made movies that resembled the lives we are actually meant to live, the movies would be so good that everyone would want to see them!


All right, I know I’m being naive. We would leave out the sexual content that draws many people, and not everyone would flock to see our films. But the fact is that many of the best movies actually are about spiritual truths. It almost seems that the world is trying to write our stories for us. I am astounded at the prevalence of spiritual searching evident in movies today. Sometimes the world seems more interested in the wonders and possibilities of God than his followers are.


Tom Hanks seems to bring elements of the gospel into just about every film he stars in. He’s the one who lays down his life for another in Saving Private Ryan. He’s the simple man, Forrest Gump, who just can’t get away from the amazing plan and purpose woven throughout his life. Gump is a simpleton, yet he confronts the atheist with a profoundly faith-filled statement: “I’m going to heaven, Lieutenant Dan.” And then he witnesses Dan’s transformation. Hanks is the lost man in Cast Away who experiences the worst we might imagine life could offer and, in the end, sees that there’s a plan by which all things work together for his good.


You just can’t get away from God and his mysteries in the movies. And even when it’s not blatant or intentional, many films seem almost like a retelling of the gospel.


I recently saw the blockbuster movie I Am Legend, starring Will Smith. When the film ended, I walked out of the theater thinking, Well, they did it again! They just made a film that directly parallels the gospel, and they probably had no idea! (Spoiler alert! If you haven’t seen the movie and don’t want to know the ending, you might want to skip ahead to the next paragraph—or better yet, go see it and then keep reading.) A man-made virus has virtually destroyed humanity. Those not killed by the disease have been devoured by the horrific creatures that those infected by the virus became. Will Smith’s character is a doctor, the only survivor in New York City. He spends his days seeking a cure that will transform the monsters mankind has become back into what they were created to be. At the end he sacrifices his life to save others and, ultimately, the entire world. And what is the means of this salvation? Blood.


Hello? Does anyone have any trouble seeing the gospel reflected in this story? A savior comes and sheds his blood to save and transform the human race, which has been infected by sin. It seems that God’s plan is so hardwired into our souls that it leaks out everywhere, even when it may not be intentional.


Does it not seem strange and sad to you, though, that many people who claim to be Christians spend most of their time focusing on the internal issues of church life that almost no one outside of the church cares about, i.e., the style of music and minor doctrinal disputes, while the world scrambles to write our story? And when the creative work of a follower of Christ actually does make the screen, most of the time the world flocks to see it! Films based on J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy and C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia are perfect examples.


The bottom line is, followers of Christ have a compelling story to tell. In fact, if we live like God is real, we have the story of all stories to tell! And we are made to tell it. The foundation of all our stories is that we were made in the image of God—in the image of the Creator. So we were designed to create. The spark that lit the match of the universe ignites our souls.


Yet we seem to think that being a good Christian means pouring water on that spark so it doesn’t flame up and get too wild. After all, we have to be reverent, don’t we?


What does that even mean? I’ve heard the “irreverent” criticism used hundreds of times to justify the squelching of creativity within the church. The critics don’t always use the words reverent or irreverent. They may just criticize the music for being too loud or worldly, or the methods of the church too contemporary. But it all seems to come back to the same thing: they want their Christianity to be neatly packaged, safe and quiet—reverent.


My problem is that Jesus’ behavior as recorded in the Bible doesn’t seem all that reverent to me. He condemned the teachers of the law and Pharisees—the most reverent of Jews—called them names like snakes and vipers, and chose to spend most of his time among big, loud crowds of peasants. He chose rough fishermen and embezzling tax collectors for his followers. He ran those in the religious business out of the temple with a whip. Jesus calls us to passion, not boredom. Maybe it is time to reject cold “reverence” and join a “wild” crowd. And tell a “wild” story.


My “wild” daughter is a theater actress in New York City. Maybe she can help us understand the story we are meant to tell; the real-life adventure we are meant to live; what the screenplay can look like when we choose to follow Jesus with passion in the real world.






Acting Out God’s Love


CHRISTI AVANT WATSON


Rehearsal studios in Manhattan commonly smell of sweat and bare feet—not an altogether appealing aroma, but one I am familiar with nonetheless. Actors file into this pungent building, chatting excitedly. We are in the ensemble of a play going up at a rather prestigious off-Broadway theater. None of us has any lines. We sing only one song in the show. Nevertheless, we are buzzing like honey-starved bees, knowing that after this production, we can place the name of this theater prominently on our résumés. We hope the next casting director we see will observe this credit, jump for joy, and call us in for every project he has. Most likely, this will not happen; but we hope. After all, we are a people of crazy hope, illogical dreams, and gritty passion. An average person may go to five or six job interviews in a lifetime; we go to five or six a week. If one produces any results, even a follow-up phone call, we celebrate.


Halfway through rehearsal, a presence enters the room, and all eyes turn in her direction. Dressed head to toe in the quintessential New York hue—black—the acclaimed playwright has joined the lowly ensemble players. In the middle of the room, she stands on a chair and warmly greets us. “I grew up in a strict evangelical home,” she says, “then I went to Berkeley, and I began to accept what is so acceptable today—that evangelicals are morons, idiots, and that they are ruining our world. However, after I moved to New York, I began to realize that to lump all of these people together is a bit simple-minded. I decided to do an experiment, to write the church service—and the characters in that service—that would interest me as an atheist; and that is the history behind the show you are in.” If I was buzzing before, now I was spinning out of control with anticipation. The only thing I love as much as singing or delving into an intriguing character is working with and knowing artists who are aggressively, and in this case publicly, searching for truth. Creative people, whether or not they follow Christ, have tapped into the remnants of God left in every human heart, and I absolutely love surrounding myself with that.


For two years I have been here, pursuing this absurd profession alongside New York’s progressive and wonderful culture. I have had the privilege of performing all over the United States, even in Alaska. Every day is not a good day. Some days I feel like I have been thrown into a boxing ring, gloveless and in five-inch heels, and been pitted against a heavyweight champion. On those days I focus on the relationships I have developed that would never have taken root within the walls of a church. Although my friends are very spiritual, they tend to fall somewhere along the playwright’s path. Either they have been wounded and are angry or they simply feel that the Christian church is irrelevant.




Often the church has not helped matters. Sometimes the church sings “Just As I Am” and then demands that others be just as she is.


Every day I pray that I can be a part of reversing the tragic flow that has left the state of the Christian church such that this is its impression on the world—or at least that I can follow Jesus Christ closely enough to heal the pain people feel.


Eric Bryant, one of the pastors at a “flow-reversing” church in Los Angeles, says that “Love is the best apologetic.” After all, was it not love that drove Jesus Christ to hell and back on our behalf? No other force is powerful enough to turn the tide, and as ambassadors of that love, we have an amazing opportunity to alter the future.


Perhaps I’ll never grace a Broadway stage or a big screen. Perhaps I’ll never again get paid to do what I know I was born to. These thoughts are paralyzing sometimes, but all adventures come with great risk. In the end, the faces of my friends who have allowed me to share in their spiritual journeys are what matters. It is not the grandiose feats you accomplish but the people you actively and intentionally love who will take you on the great adventure available to every follower of Christ. If you restrict your love to those like you, those you understand, those who make you feel comfortable, you will be pretty bored. If you dare to open your life to one person who needs a friend, you just might find yourself in an adventure of eternal proportions.





Since we have the most compelling and interesting story to tell, and since it seems even those who don’t believe our story want to tell it for us, maybe it’s time that we actually begin to tell it ourselves—and even more important, to live it ourselves. To live like God is real.


The screenplays of the movies of our lives will be full of emotional ups and downs, joy and sorrow, laughter and tears. Like Gary and Bonnie Witherall’s missionary service in Lebanon, like my daughter Christi’s missionary service in the theater district of New York, authentic life in Christ will not always be easy, pleasant, or predictable.


But it will always be an adventure.


Trading Illusions for a Compelling Faith


I walked past the television the other day and stopped in my tracks when I heard a voice say, “I have been told you will not have a person of faith at your house…. Is that true?” The voice belonged to talk-show host Glenn Beck, and his question was addressed to comedian and illusionist Penn Jillette, who is well known for his controversial atheistic ideas. Jillette confirmed that Beck was correct and went on to explain why he would not allow Christians or other people of faith to visit in his home. He said that he did not use alcohol or drugs and would not allow people who did into his home to influence his children. He also did not want what he had seen in Christianity to influence his children in any way.7


Is it possible that while we Christians have been busy fighting the culture war and protecting our families from evil influences, we have done such a poor job of living out an intelligent, provocative, and compelling faith that people like Jillette now feel they must protect their children from us? After almost thirty years of ministry, I’m not sure he has it wrong. I’ve been fortunate to spend my ministry among loving people who helped my children to grow up seeing much of the good that is the church. But honestly, I’ve seen more children alienated from God and from the church by the actions of Christians than by anything atheists have done. I’ve lost count of the number of pastors I know whose children want nothing to do with the God of their parents, because they watched what people who claimed to love God did to those parents. Even I want to protect my children from some Christians.


In a different interview, with NPR, Jillette said, “Believing there is no God gives me more room for belief in family, people, love, truth, beauty, sex, Jell-O, and all other things I can prove and that make this life the best life I will ever have.”8 Now that’s funny. And also profoundly sad. For I believe the responsibility lies squarely at the feet of the church for allowing an illusionist like Penn Jillette to spend his whole life seeing only an illusion of what it means to follow Jesus, never the real thing. For offering so little of Jesus to the world that a man like Jillette can really think that all those things he mentioned, from his family to his Jell-O, are better off without God, without purpose, without hope of anything except utter annihilation, and without any contact from Christians. It’s time that we change that, for Jillette’s sake and for millions of others’. It’s time to become the kind of people everyone wants to have over to his house—if nothing else, just to hear our stories, to explore the mystery of our lives, to try to understand what it is about us that draws them to us, even in their disbelief. It’s time to get the messed-up movie we’ve made of Christianity out of the theater and put a new show on the screen.




One that is worthy of the Producer.


So take a step toward that hope’s becoming reality. Decide to take the risk of living like God is real, whatever that may mean and wherever that may take you. Perhaps the only way you’ll be sure that God is real is to live as if he is and then watch what happens. Get ready, though. In the next chapter we’ll see just how enormous that change may be.
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