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unChristian: Is the Church Getting it Wrong?

Isaiah 1:11-17
Sunday, January 17, 2010

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Have you ever found yourself at a stoplight and you notice a bumper sticker on the car in front of you, but you can’t quite read it? So you move up a little bit. Then, a little more. You raise yourself in the seat because as you get closer to read it, it begins to disappear below your hood line. Then you see the person in front of you glaring into their rearview mirror because your car is uncomfortably close to their car.

(This sermon started with a series of slides depicting bumper stickers ranging from religion to politics -- unfortunately these cannot be reproduced in this written format.)

Bumper stickers are one of the funniest and craziest ways to communicate feelings, personalities, and communicate they do. And we make a lot of assumptions about the driver based on the sticker affixed to the bumper of their car.

Bumper stickers might say a lot about the person driving the car. But because we cannot control how they are received by the person reading them, we might be sending the wrong signal. Or, rather, our actions speak louder than our bumper stickers.

Has this ever happened to you? You are driving down the road, only to find that you must have done something wrong, because the driver in back of you is not pleased and has begun honking his horn. He pulls out and starts passing you. As you look over to watch him pass he is glaring at you and gives the universal finger signal of displeasure. On the back of his car, you see this symbol. (The congregation is shown a slide of an icthus - fish - a sign of a Christian).

But what you thought was this. (A slide of a bumper sticker that says “unChristian” is shown.)

It is the same image problem that the Christian Church seems to be having with young adults, ages 16 thru 29. David Kinnaman of the Barna Group - the Gallop pollsters of the Christian world - did a study at the urging of his friend Gabe Lyons. Together they wrote a book about their findings, which were both amazing and unsettling.

They concentrated their efforts on this young adult population ages 16-29, who were not connected to church. A term they used for them were “outsiders.” I am not sure I am fond of that term, but we will use it since they did.

What they found is that with disturbing numbers, young adults outside of Christianity have little trust in the Christian faith and little esteem for the lifestyle of Christ followers.

The make-up of this generation accounts for what is perhaps the largest section of the adult population in our society - 24 million people. 40% of them are outsiders to Christianity, the largest percentage of any other sector of society.

And here is what I find really amazing. Of that segment of outsiders, 2 out of 5 (38%) claim to have a “bad impression of present day Christianity.” Beyond this, one-third of the young outsiders said that Christianity represents a negative image with which they would not want to be associated. Furthermore, one out of every six young outsiders (17%) indicate that they maintain a “very bad” perception of the Christian faith.

20% of the outsiders consider themselves agnostic or atheists. 80% consider themselves to be spiritual. They are interested in Jesus, they just aren’t interested in Christianity. I remember learning a quote of Gandhi’s this way, “I would be a Christian, if it weren’t for Christians.” With that same inference, Adam Hamilton tells that Gandhi was talking with the great Methodist missionary, E. Stanley Jones, and said, “I love your Jesus, I just don’t see very many Christians who look like him.”
That, I think captures the sentiment of many of the young people today. They admire the person Jesus and all that he stands for, they just don’t experience it much in the lives of those who claim to be Christian. They don’t reject Jesus, they just don’t think that we look very much like him.

This is important for us to hear and to understand, and to work at how the church can go from getting it wrong to getting it right. It is important because these are your sons and daughters. These are your grandchildren, nieces and nephews, and brothers and sisters. We have experienced something that brings a deep sense of peace and forgiveness. Through Jesus we have come to know that God is not just some arbitrary force in the universe, but the creator who seeks to be in relationship with us -- that relationship can bring an acute sense of meaning and purpose to our lives with love and contentment.

We want others to experience that too, but somehow we have gotten off message with these young adults. And we would be wrong to assume that they are just like those of us who left the church for a year or so when we went to college. These young people are rejecting Christianity. They are not rejecting Jesus, but they are rejecting Christianity. And with this population living right outside the doors of our church we owe it to ourselves and to them to stop, and listen, and work at getting it right.

I don’t think we need to get defensive about it. This is the normal ebb and flow of God working with humanity. Throughout the God-human history, God has called us out and nurtured us and led us in ways of a loving and nurturing community, only for humanity to get off-message. We begin stressing the unimportant things, while ignoring the vital. Scripture seems to be the story of the endless patience of God, who works to bring us back to God’s loving purposes. But once in a while God seems to vent, as with our Scripture for today. I want to re-read that passage for you from Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase The Message. He gives it verbiage perhaps with which we can more readily relate.

“Why this frenzy of sacrifices?” God’s asking. 
“Don’t you think I’ve had my fill of burnt sacrifices, 
rams and plump grain-fed calves? 
Don’t you think I’ve had my fill 
of blood from bulls, lambs, and goats? 
When you come before me, 
whoever gave you the idea of acting like this, 
Running here and there, doing this and that— 
all this sheer commotion in the place provided for worship? 
“Quit your worship charades. 
I can’t stand your trivial religious games:
Monthly conferences, weekly Sabbaths, special meetings— meetings, meetings, meetings—I can’t stand one more!

Meetings for this, meetings for that. I hate them! You’ve worn me out!

I’m sick of your religion, religion, religion, 
while you go right on sinning.

When you put on your next prayer-performance, 
I’ll be looking the other way.

No matter how long or loud or often you pray, I’ll not be listening.

And do you know why? Because you’ve been tearing 
people to pieces, and your hands are bloody. 
Go home and wash up. Clean up your act. 
Sweep your lives clean of your evildoings 
so I don’t have to look at them any longer.

Say no to wrong. Learn to do good. 
Work for justice. Help the down-and-out. 
Stand up for the homeless. Go to bat for the defenseless.” 

It is the same thing that the young people are asking. We see all your religiosity, but what good are you doing? Where’s the love?
The good news is we can get it right. We can learn and become the church that is not just Christian, but Christ-like. We can move forward with confidence because there are those even within the lifetime of some of us, who showed us how. Monday we will be celebrating the life of a national hero, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. who, out of his desire to live Christ-like, moved not only the Christian Church in America out of its complacency, but all of America itself. Who understood that if his faith did not work for justice, the down-and-out, if it did not go to bat for the defenseless, then it wasn’t much of a faith. And through it he unleashed the light of civil liberty and racial equality. We are not perfect yet, but it is within our means.

You see, that is the kind of faith young people are looking for, according to Kinnaman -- a faith that stands for something good, that makes a difference, that lives up to its ideals. So we are going to take the next few weeks and look at this image that young people seem to have of Christianity and the Christian Church to see if in fact we might need to work at getting it right.

Then maybe as people pass us, instead of seeing this (Slide saying “unChristian”)
They might see this (Slide that says “nuChristian”).

Where “nu” doesn’t mean first time novice, but a Christian, knowingly flawed, but open to let God work on them to make a positive difference in the world. 

That is my prayer for you and me.
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