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“I used to be a dedicated Christian,” said the man looking intently at my teeth. “Then, like a lot of people, I went to college. I took a couple of religion courses that did more to destroy my religion than to teach me anything about it. Those professors asked some tough questions about the Bible and made me see that it’s mostly just a bunch of myths and ancient fables. That was the beginning of the end of my faith.”

I couldn’t say anything to counter his comments with all those dental tools stuck in my mouth. But what I would have said to that dentist if I could have, I now say to you: College can be a place where you grow—not only intellectually, but also spiritually. The Christian faith is not threatened by tough questions, and you don’t have to endure a lobotomy to be a believer. Some of the greatest minds that the human race has produced—Paul, Augustine, Blaise Paschal, Soren Kierkegaard, Dorothy Sayers, Flannery O’Connor, to mention only a few—put tough questions to Jesus and came away more firm in their faith, not less, and more convinced than ever that the narrow way of Christian discipleship was the only way for them to go.

A recent conversation with a college student exemplifies the struggle to maintain faith on a university campus.

“So you are in a campus Bible study?” Will asked.

“Yep,” the student answered. “I love my Bible study group. We meet every Wednesday in the basement of the dorm.”

“You were big into Bible study in high school?”

“No. I grew up Episcopalian. I don’t think we do that sort of stuff.”

“Well,” Will continued, “I find it interesting that, though you have not been in a Bible study group before, you come here to college and get into Bible study. Why is that?”

He looked at Will as if he were dumb, then said, “Dr. Willimon, have you ever tried to be a sophomore and a Christian at the same time? It’s not easy.”

We expect that many of you know exactly what this sophomore is talking about. Here you are in college for the time of your life, some of the most important years you will ever have, among the world’s privileged few who are able to go into higher education. What a great place to be.

And yet, you’re also a Christian. The modern college or university campus can be a challenging place for a Christian. Perhaps this is your first time away from home. That means you must learn to get along with roommates, do laundry, spend weekends away from your family. Or perhaps you are one of the growing number of commuter students, having to balance the commute to class, a demanding work schedule, and tight finances. With so much to do, there’s not much time left for religious things. Then on the weekends, you have to contend with the sometimes intimidating social scene and the challenges and pressures of dating, drinking, or worse. And then there’s church—which has an odd habit of usually meeting at eleven o’clock on a Sunday morning—a very inconvenient time of the week for most college students!

Intellectually, your life is now in the fast lane. You are growing every day, in class and outside of class. You are reading books they never told you about in high school. Your mind is expanding. Almost every day some new insight or idea assaults your consciousness. Will the Christian faith you brought to college be able to hold up under the scrutiny of all you are learning?

The way we see it, God has called you, at this stage in your life, to the ministry of study. Just as God called Moses to lead the Hebrews out of slavery and Paul to preach the gospel to Gentiles, so God has called you to study, grow, and witness on a college campus. Some Christians have as their primary vocation service to others in need. Others serve Christ by witnessing for Him where they work on the assembly line or in the office. Your ministry is as a student on a modern campus. That probably will not be your ministry forever, but right now, the most important thing you can do for Jesus is to study, to use all the intellectual gifts God has given you, to grow in your faith, and to become more steadfast in your commitment to Christ, more disciplined in your faith, and more determined to spend your life walking Christ’s way rather than the world’s.

The two of us are brash enough to believe that we can help you in your Christian discipleship. We have given most of our lives to working with students in a variety of situations. Both of us are college professors. (Have you ever tried to be a professor and a Christian at the same time? It isn’t easy.) Tony is a sociologist who has spoken to students on every continent and who has created and supported dozens of social justice ministries for students around the world. Will is a chaplain, preacher, and theologian who has spoken to students around the world, usually in places that wanted Tony but couldn’t get on his schedule! Will tries to rescue a few students every year from the clutches of the American upwardly mobile rat race. In a good year, he will get more than a few to go with Jesus. Will is Tony without the caffeine. Tony is Will without the thick southern accent.

We expect that some of the students who read this book are committed Christians who want to remain committed Christians while in college. Others of you may not yet think of yourselves as Christians. You are thinking about the Christian faith and exploring the possibility of following Jesus as His disciple. You know some good things about Jesus and the Christian faith, but you are not yet ready to put your money down on Him and follow Him.

We want to speak both to those who have committed to Christ and to those who have not. We want to be helpful to those who have been Christians since childhood and now want to grow in their faith while they are students. We also want to assist those who may know very little about Jesus and His way but are open to learning more about Him and thinking seriously about His claim upon their lives.

You may want to read this book alone, keeping it close at hand, reading it along with all of your other class assignments, perhaps tracking down some of the scripture references as you come across them. Or you may want to get with a group of friends and read and discuss the book together. We think this is the best way to do it. As we will note later in the book, Christianity is a uniquely group experience. Following Jesus is too demanding to do alone. The ideas in this book are meant to be explored together. Why not covenant with a couple of friends to give about ten weeks of the semester to reading this book, along with the Bible. We’ve provided questions for each chapter to help stimulate your thinking and provoke discussion. (You’ll find the questions at the end of the book.)

The Gospels begin with Jesus going forth and calling a group of ordinary, everyday people to follow Him as His disciples. No sooner does Jesus begin to preach “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 4:17), than He calls ordinary people to help Him. With a simple “Follow me,” Jesus calls His disciples to drop what they are doing and walk with Him (Matthew 4:18-22). You might think that, if Jesus is the Son of God, He could do anything He pleased on His own. But that’s not the way this Savior works. Jesus is God’s way of reclaiming the world, of turning it around, of restoring the beauty and innocence of the original creation. But Jesus does not work alone. He graciously calls ordinary women and men to work with Him. It’s as though Jesus is saying, “I’m going to take over the world, and guess who’s going to help Me?”

After you read this book, we’d like to hear your reactions to what we’ve written. Write to Will at Duke (will@duke.edu) or to Tony at Eastern College (1300 Eagle Road, St. Davids, PA 19087) and let us know how this journey was for you.

We believe you are being called by Jesus to join in His saving work. We believe Jesus wants you to join His revolution. We hope this book will help you be true to your vocation, that what we have written here will be a means for you to say, when the call of God comes upon your life, “Here am I. Send me!” (Isaiah 6:8).
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I think I’m a Christian, but I’m not always sure. Some of the people at church tell me that I have to be sure, but I don’t know how to do that.

Figuring out who you are and what you believe is part of what the college experience is all about. And although figuring out whether or not you are a Christian has more to do with the decision to follow Christ than it does with a definition of Christianity, definitions are helpful nonetheless. Christianity begins with a set of beliefs, but its real foundation is a relationship—a relationship with God and with His Son. This relationship is based on mutual love, and out of that love, Christians choose to obey God and to answer His calling to live a life that is in many ways contrary to this world.

We’ll begin our discussion at the beginning: with belief.
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Everyone is a believer. That is, everyone lives life on the basis of some set of ideas, some mix of commitments and images. In reality, there is no such thing as a “nonbeliever.” Some people think of themselves as nonbelievers; but just let something very wonderful or very terrible happen to them, and their first response is to ask “Why?” or more specifically, “Why did this happen to me?”

And when you answer any “why?” question—“Why is there a world?” or “Why get out of bed in the morning?”—you are on your way to stating your beliefs. There are those whose creed is “Make as much money as you can as quickly as you can.” Others have a theology that asserts that there is no such thing as theology, no point to life other than what we ourselves make of it, no voice other than our own. But everyone gets out of bed in the morning for a reason. We all live life on the basis of some set of convictions, some “creed.”

Ask someone on your campus who is knocking him- or herself out for perfect grades, “Why are you doing this?” and you are likely to hear something like, “Because I believe….”

Christians believe that the answer to our most interesting questions, our deepest questions, tends to be “Jesus.” Ask us, “What is the point of life?” and we’ll respond, “Following Jesus.”

Beliefs make us who we are and provide perspective on what’s going on in the world.

Everyone is a believer.

Basic Christian Beliefs

In many churches, Christians recite the Apostles’ Creed as part of their worship. This creed emerged in its earliest forms during the first century to define orthodox doctrines for the church, which already was struggling against heresies. While not divinely inspired like the Bible, this creed is a good place for us to begin our quest to figure out what Christians believe and to help you decide whether or not you really are one. For a concise statement of what is at the core of what Christians believe, it can’t be beat!

The Apostles’ Creed

I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ His only Son our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy Ghost; born of the Virgin Mary; suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead, and buried; He descended into hell; The third day He rose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven; and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy catholic [“catholic,” here, means “universal”] church; the communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting. Amen.

Right off the bat, the creed tells us that Christians believe in a God who is a loving parent. (The word father in the ancient language of Jesus’ world was Abba, which is an affectionate ascription like our word daddy.) Christians believe that we have a God who loves us more than any earthly mother or father ever could. So great is His love for us that God wants to be personally involved in our lives. That’s why Jesus came into the world (John 3:16).

We believe that, in order to show infinite love for us, God became one of us (John 1:14). We believe that, two thousand years ago, the Creator of the universe actually became a human being, grew up in a place called Nazareth, and changed the course of human history. We further believe that only by becoming one of us could God show, in a way that we could even begin to grasp, the greatness of His incredible love for us. Only because God came to us in Jesus, can we come to God (Hebrews 2:14-15).



Only through His incarnation did it become possible for us to know God’s love for us.



Perhaps a story will provide a little help in understanding why God’s becoming a human being is so much a part of what we Christians believe:

There was once, in the land of make-believe, a man who loved ants. He had an anthill in his backyard, and every day he would go and spread food for the ants to eat. He gave them sugar and pieces of bread and crumbs from cookies. As the ants came out and took the food to carry back to the anthill, he would yell at them, “Ants, I love you! Ants, I love you!” But the ants never caught the message. How could they? He was a man, and they were ants—two different species that did not speak the same language.

In this make-believe story, the man had magical powers. He could turn himself into anything. So he did the obvious thing to do if he wanted to communicate with ants: He turned himself into one of them and went in among them to tell them the good news. “Fellow ants: That huge creature that hovers over you and at times frightens you is a man who loves you. He is the one who provides you with all of the good food you eat. He cares for you day in and day out.”

The other ants were curious about how he knew so much about the big creature that had frightened them. So the special ant explained, “I am that creature. I became one of you because it was the only way I could tell you about myself and how much I love you.”

You see, God had to become one of us; He had to be incarnate, meaning “in the flesh.” Only through His incarnation did it become possible for us to know God’s love for us. Furthermore, as the Creed says, we believe that the ultimate expression of that love was when Jesus suffered for us. As Jesus Himself said, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). This concept is far beyond our understanding, but we Christians claim that through His death, Jesus provided for our salvation.

The most common explanation of what really happened during the crucifixion of Jesus is called the Penal-Substitutionary Doctrine of the Atonement. What this theologically jargoned phrase means is that somehow, as Jesus was tortured to death on a hill outside Jerusalem, He took upon Himself the punishment that each and every one of us deserves because of our sins and the kind of people we’ve allowed ourselves to become (1 Peter 2:24). Christians believe that in some mysterious way Jesus went through hell on our behalf. Jesus died a horrible, bloody death at our hands. Any God who would come to us in human form and who was willing to shed His blood and endure great pain in order to save us from our sins must love us very much. It must be painful for the Creator to love creatures like us.

If all of this seems a bit weird to you, don’t feel dismayed. The Bible, out of which Christians get this seemingly scandalous belief, acknowledges how hard it is to grasp the idea of the cross as our salvation. One verse in the Bible reads: “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18).

In a culture that worships power, pleasure, and self-sufficiency, the concept that God became known to us through weakness, suffering, and service is downright shocking!

The Importance of the Bible

Every part of the Apostles’ Creed is based on the Bible, and we Christians take the Bible very seriously: We take it to be a truthful message from God. Once, while Tony was lecturing at an Ivy League university, a student asked him in an incredulous tone of voice, “How can you believe the Bible? You seem like a reasonable person, and apparently you are well educated. So how can you believe all those myths and fables?”

“Well, first of all,” Tony explained, “the Bible is not a collection of myths and fables. But more to the point—I believe this book because I decided to! Some time ago, there was a day when I decided to believe what the Bible said about Jesus. Ever since then, I’ve been assembling arguments and justifications to support what I decided to believe.”

Tony could see that his grand inquisitor was taken back by the frankness of his answer. The intelligent student knew it would be impossible for Tony to validate with empirical proofs the claims he had made about the Bible, but Tony beat him to the draw with the simple acknowledgement that he was a believer because of an existential commitment.

But Tony wasn’t going to let that student get away without an acknowledgment on his part that he had no empirical proof to support his rejection of the Bible. So he said to the young man, “Now that I’ve told you why I believe the Bible, I would like you to tell me why you don’t believe it. Isn’t it because you decided not to? Didn’t you make up your mind some time ago that the Bible was nothing but myths and fairy tales, and haven’t you been assembling arguments and justifications to support your disbelief ever since?”

It’s hard to win such arguments. Tony’s intent at that moment was to create a level playing field, to make it clear to the audience that disbelief is as empirically ungrounded as belief. The young questioner probably had not read much of the Bible. His disbelief was the result of his own decision to believe that the negative things others had told him about the Bible were true. And that decision probably had made it impossible for him to do any serious reading of the Book.

The Value of a Support Group

We must first understand the social factors influencing belief in order to understand why Christians believe what they do and also what sustains their convictions. Peter Berger, one of the most popular writers in the field of sociology, contends that the maintenance of a belief system is primarily possible because of the support of what he calls “a plausibility structure.” What Berger means is that usually belief is maintained because the believer has a primary reference group that regularly reaffirms, revitalizes, or reinforces belief. What is real is whatever a person is told is real by the significant others in his or her life.

Suppose you were marooned on an isolated island in the Pacific along with 150 indigenous islanders. Imagine that they all thought you were handsome and constantly told you that you were. With no other voice expressing opposition to their definition of handsome, how long do you suppose it would be before you believed what they were telling you, despite any imperfections in your appearance? The islanders would become your plausibility structure, and if you were with them for long, it is likely that in time you would come to believe what they told you about yourself.

Now, we’re not suggesting that believing in God is to be equated with believing a judgment about your good looks, but we are saying that belief in God, like belief in anything else, requires a plausibility structure if it is to be sustained over an extended period of time. The new Christian must learn quickly that being a person of faith is no task for lone rangers. If you are going to survive as a Christian, it is essential that you form a plausibility structure to help you to maintain your belief system.

Tony has such a group. The four of them get together once a week, usually very early on Tuesday mornings at a coffee shop. These four men are good friends. They talk about what’s going on in their lives and share how they have fared spiritually during the previous week. They reinforce one another’s faith commitments and do their best to lend the kind of mutual support that can keep faith alive and vital. Christianity is a group thing.



The new Christian must learn quickly that being a person of faith is no task for lone rangers.



Whenever college students ask what they should do to sustain their faith in light of the onslaught of secular thinking that pervades the modern campus, Tony always tells them, “Become part of a good group.” This group can be their plausibility structure. The best support groups meet regularly so members can check up on each other’s spiritual journeys and reaffirm for each other that being a believer is not a crazy thing. Otherwise, the college setting can make Christianity seem crazy.

To tell the truth, everyone is a member of some group that provides a plausibility structure. It may be the biology department that regularly tells you that you are a descendant of primordial slime. It may be a fraternity that teaches you that you have no greater calling than to get drunk and be the life of the party. Some group or another will provide a plausibility structure for you. Nobody ever really thinks for him- or herself. So the issue is not “Will I be a member of a group who tells me how to think?” but rather “Will the group that tells me how to think be committed to biblical truth?”

Jesus Himself had a support group, thus modeling what all of His followers should do. Most of us can name the three disciples who were in His support group. They were Peter, James, and John. These were the “brothers” who were with Him on the Mount of Transfiguration when Jesus went through the most magnificent theophany in history (Matthew 17:1-8). They were with Him in the Garden of Gethsemane just before His death, when He needed their reinforcement for the ordeal of Calvary (Matthew 26:36-46). Because Jesus, being human as well as being God, depended so much on their support and encouragement, you can only imagine how disappointed He must have been when they fell asleep during the hour in which He went through His greatest emotional struggles.

If Jesus needed a support group to strengthen Him, what makes any Christian think that he or she can do without one? You need a group if you are to have the assurance that you really are a Christian.

OEBPS/images/img01_1-2.png





OEBPS/images/img01_009.png
HOW DO | KNOW IF I'M A CHRISTIAN?

i





OEBPS/images/img01_1-6.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png
How

to Be
Students
and
Disciples
at the

Same Time

Tony Campolo

William Willimon =
HOWARD

PUBLISHING Ca





OEBPS/images/img02_1-6.png





OEBPS/images/img01_001.png
TONY AND WILL





OEBPS/images/img01_x.png
TIIM ANV ANOL
WOUi 39VSSaw v







OEBPS/images/9781451604955_ci_std.jpg
How € &
to Be
Students
and,
Disciples
at the

e ]

Same Time ¢

ﬁ"lw SURV]VAL GUIDE

W%w&w?

Tony Campolo

William Willimon ~"" - #¥
" HOWARD

K:fﬁvsusnmc co








OEBPS/images/img02_009.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-7.png
SIN3INOD





OEBPS/images/img01_0ix.png





