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Intentionally Christian: More Than a Label

Acts 11:19-26

Sunday, March 14, 2010
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I have heard it a thousand times. “I feel closer to God when I am walking in the woods than I do in church.” The corollary to that is, “I can just as easily worship God when I am at the beach, on the water, or on the golf course” - you pick your favorite spot. I have heard it a thousand times. And the majority of those times it was me who was saying it. It is absolutely true, you know. You can worship God just as easily casting your line, swinging an eight iron, watching the sunrise. But the question isn’t “Can you?” The question is “Do you?”
That’s the question we are looking at this Lent. “How do we go about being intentional about our Christian Faith? How can we be intentionally Christian?” Perhaps a question each of us need to ask ourselves first, “Is it important for me to be intentional about my Christian faith?” I make the assumption that it is important for you and that is why you’re here. As we learn to be intentional it will include moving your faith out of here, and into the rest of your life.

Last week we looked at what the Celtic tradition of our faith offers in this regard - that the rest of the world and the rest of our lives are worthy of our Christian faith, because to God all things are sacred. We may not compartmentalize between sacred and secular. That’s a human construct unknown to God. It is inappropriate to deem our Christian ethic as unnecessary in certain circumstances, because it occupies the secular part of our lives. To God, there is no such thing.

Some of you are reading Barbara Brown Taylor’s book “An Altar in the World” as part of your Lenten Journey. Amy Kennedy is writing reading-guides for each of the chapters and they are posted on our website. It is a neat opportunity for you to intentionally read and study something this Lent, alone or with a group.

Taylor muses on why we build churches, why we build these beautiful buildings and call them “the house of God.” She questions how we were persuaded that God preferred four walls and a roof to the wide-open spaces. And then asks, “Do we build God a house so that we can choose when to go see God? Do we build God a house in lieu of having God stay at ours?” (Pg. 9)

The bottom line is, it’s hard work to be intentional about living our faith in all aspects of our lives. It is the struggle of growing in your faith. And I don’t offer that as an excuse not to try simply because it is hard. Just the opposite - TRY HARD. Because it is through our faithfulness that God chooses to work his grace and righteousness. 
I will tell you what also is hard work. To come up with the answer for you on how to be intentionally Christian. Where do we begin? Where do we end? Do I need to be intentional about the same things you need to be intentional about, and vice versa?

Bruce Larson tells the story of a guide who was hired by some hunters to take them into the backwoods of Maine. After some days, they became hopelessly lost and quite naturally began to doubt the competence of their guide. “You said you were the best guide in Maine,” they reminded him. He responded, “I am, but I think we’re in Canada now.”
As we discuss how to be intentionally Christian, it is important to remember that we do learn from one another. That is part of the reason that we can never fully or intentionally be Christian by ourselves, or practice faith in isolation. But it is also important that we become disciples of no one but Jesus. He is our ultimate guide.

A few weeks back we spent time in worship to discover how the church might be getting it wrong, at least according to much of the young people ages 16-29. By your response that resonated with a lot of people who were older than that particular demographic. But one of the problems with our conversation about how the church might be getting it wrong is that it was too easy to institutionalize the problem. That the problem somehow was outside of ourselves and belonged to this institution called “The Church.”
Dallas Willard pondered about that too, in his book The Great Omission: Reclaiming Jesus’ Essential Teachings on Discipleship. Susan Baily loaned me the book when she saw the emphasis of my sermon. She turned out to be my angel this week. It was very helpful, and I am a bit embarrassed. This book does what I was hoping to do in this sermon series on “Intentionally Christian.” Only, Willard does it with great wit, knowledge, and articulation. So don’t be surprised if you hear me quoting it frequently.

Dallas Willard, too, acknowledges that there seems to be a great disparity between what people think the church should be about, and what they actually experience from the church. But he asks some probing questions about that. “Is it caused by something built into the very nature of Jesus and what he taught and brought to humankind?” I.e. is it an institutional problem? Or is it that Christians, both rank-and-file and its leaders have, for some reason, missed the main point? I haven’t read the whole book yet, but I believe he would side with the latter, with the understanding that historically the church has been great at making converts, but not so good at developing disciples of Jesus. We may speak more to that at another time.

Willard uses this analogy on why we should be slow to blame the church as an institution. He says if your neighbor is having trouble with his automobile, you might think he just got a lemon. And you might be right. It happens. But if you found that he was supplementing his gasoline with a quart of water now and then, you would not blame the car or its maker for it not running, or for running in fits and starts. You would say that the car was not built to work under the conditions imposed by the owner. And you would certainly advise him to put only the appropriate kind of fuel in the tank. After some restorative work, perhaps the car would then run fine.

He concludes that perhaps we need to approach the current disappointments about the Church in the same way. It too is not meant to run on just anything you may give it. If it doesn’t work, or if it jumps and sputters, it may not be what the Church has to offer. Maybe the problem is what we offer over to the church. Maybe it is because we do not give ourselves to it in a way that allows our lives to be taken over by the grace of God.

That’s what I mean when I talk about being intentionally Christian. For Dallas Willard it is the difference between being Christian and being a disciple of Jesus. I know that sounds strange on the surface, but he does a good job at defining that, and maybe we will get to that another time.

Essentially we are all asking what it means to be a Christian. We are living in a world where there is now virtually a “Christian” everything. Look around you. There are now Christian Counseling Centers, Christian Comedy Clubs, Christian Dance Clubs, Christian Athletes, Christian Coalitions, Christian Bookstores (where you can find sections on Christian Aerobics and buy videos entitled “Firm Believers”). In the Christian Yellow Pages, you can find Christian schools, Christian plumbers, Christian doctors, Christian bakers, Christian bankers, and Christian lawyers. 

I was reading an article in an old Homiletics magazine which is dated by the TV show it references, but there was this young KKK mother who appeared in her hood and cape on the Phil Donahue show and shouted at the top of her lungs how she was going to raise her children to be “good Christian kids?” 

Quite awhile ago the program 20/20 aired a segment on used-car salespeople. “I’m a Christian salesman,” protested one gentleman, while the camera captured him doing the very things he said he would never do.

In our culture today, that word “Christian,” in too many people’s minds, stands for everything except for what Jesus stood for. In fact, did you hear Glen Beck this last week? I don’t know what you may think of him, but he certainly showed is ignorance and disdain for the Christian Gospel when he called for people to leave their church if it talked about social justice. He said that social justice was a perversion of the Gospel. I would like to know where he got his theological training. Fortunately Jim Wallis, a leading evangelical in America responded and corrected Beck. Social justice is not a perversion of the Gospel. It is the heart of the Gospel. John Wesley, the founder of Methodism said, “There is no justice, but social justice. 

So we have all these not too appealing cultural examples of what it means to be a Christian, and yet I have the gall and audacity to stand up here and ask you to consider being intentionally Christian.

Where do we start? Well, let’s start with our scripture lesson for today. Acts 11:26 is the first time the word “Christian” appears in the Bible. Now you might remember that Stephen was the first disciple of Christ that was killed for his faith. Our lesson said that after that a great persecution began and so the disciples of Christ were scattered far and wide. Some of them went as far as Antioch and preached about Jesus Christ there, and many became believers. Verse 26 says: “It was in Antioch that the disciples were first called ‘Christians.” Notice, the first time that the word “Christian” is used it is a noun. 

Why is that important? Well, maybe it isn’t. But it is for me. Today, too often, we want to use Christian as an adjective.


I am a Christian man.



I am a Christian parent.




I am a Christian patriot.





I am a Christian politician.

But if you remember your basic grammar, what do adjectives do? Adjectives modify the noun. Adjectives modify that which is larger and more important than they are. They modify the very subject of the matter, but are not the subject themselves. When “Christian” remains the noun, the subject, it is that upon which everything else is predicated. Could that be a definition of being intentionally Christian? That upon which everything else is predicated?

When Christ is an adjective in our lives, and not a noun, Christ becomes just a label we stick on the surface of our lives - our lust, our greed, our ignorance and prejudices. 

If we are going to be intentionally Christian, it is going to take more than wearing Jesus’ nametag. It requires that we look like Jesus.

Many of you have seen Rob Bell’s Nooma video “Dust.” In it he talks about one of the Mishna sages proclaiming, “May you be covered in the dust of your rabbi.” The intent is that you follow your rabbi, your teacher, so closely, with such enthusiasm, that you literally become dirty from the dust that he kicks up while walking. It is a wonderful image. It’s a provocative image. “May you be covered in Christ’s dirt.”
Let me close by quoting Dallas Willard one more time:

“Some might be shocked,” he says, “to hear that what the church really needs is not more people, more money, better buildings or programs, more education, or more prestige. The Church has always been at its best when it had little or none of these. All it needs to fulfill Christ’s purposes on earth is the quality of life he makes real in the life of his disciples.

So the greatest issue facing the world today, with all its heart-breaking needs, is whether those who . . . are identified as ‘Christians’ will become disciples – students, apprentices, practitioners – of Jesus Christ, steadily learning from him how to live the life of the Kingdom of the Heaven into every corner of human existence. Will they break out of the churches to be his Church -- to be, without human force or violence, his mighty force for good on earth?”
May we intentionally be covered in dust such as this. Amen.
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