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So You Want to be a Christian

Matthew 7:13-23

Sunday, October 16, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

I was reading a sermon by Ken Onstat who referred to an article in The Wired Word. (April 11, 2010). The article was about a church in Corpus Christi who had 23,000 people attend their worship services on Easter. Why were they so successful in attracting such a large number of people? Prizes! Big prizes! Every person attending their church that morning was entered into a drawing for prizes totaling more than $4 million. The prizes included two BMWs, a Jaguar, an Audi A4, a Jeep, and an assortment of other cars. Also given away were flat-screen TVs, bicycles, guitars, furniture, and 1,500 gift bags each with goodies and gift certificates worth over $300. One of those attending was a woman named Cynthia Garcia. She won a 2002 Volkswagen Jetta. After the service she said, “I have never had so much fun in church.” 

You know, I think that form of evangelism might even work here. But what would we do with Jesus’ words in Matthew, chapter 7: “Enter through the narrow gate… for the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it”?

It would be easy to bring people into church if I could promise that you will win the prize, that you will be successful, healthy, and popular, that you will get a great job and that your children, as Garrison Keillor would say, will all be “above average.” But Jesus never promises that. In fact, he sort of promises the opposite. He says that the way to life is hard and those who find it are few.
So the question we ask ourselves today is, “Do you want to be a Christian?” And if so, what does that mean? What do you have to believe? What do you have to do?
One would think there would be a simple and straightforward answer. But the major divisions in Christianity – Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Coptic – let alone the myriad of sub-categories, like all the denominations within Protestantism, seem to communicate that Christianity is not so easily defined. They all have their particular emphases, their particular beliefs, even to the point that some “Christians” point their fingers at other “Christians” to accuse them of not really being Christian because they have the wrong understanding of God or the Bible, or the person of Jesus Christ.

As the political process picks up for the 2012 election we are starting to hear those kinds of accusations about some of the candidates. We also hear rhetoric about the United States being a Christian nation. What makes us Christian? Our economy, our form of government? Is it because our thoughts and actions are always Christ-like? Is it because we have been chosen by God and destined to be a Christian nation in the world? Is it because all of our fore-founders were Christian and they designed this nation to be particularly Christian? Is it because everyone in the U.S. is a Christian, or should be? Should we make it a requirement of citizenship? And if so, which flavor of Christianity should we be? Whose dogma should we believe and follow?
Is it good enough just to say “I am a Christian” and therefore it is true? Or are there particular parameters? Now I have to tell you that I very much appreciate this congregation, because I think for the most part you have the capacity to allow people to be on their personal journey of Christian faith, which may take them to a different place than you are. But then, does that also mean people can just believe whatever they want and still be Christian?

Jesus said, “Enter through the narrow gate, … for the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it.” Shouldn’t that cause us to pause and seriously reflect on our faith? You want to be a Christian? Then what does that mean? What’s the bottom line?
Christians have been trying to answer that question throughout the centuries, and so we have historical church statements like the Nicene Creed and the Apostle’s Creed. The Nicene Creed was written in the fourth century. In 325 Constantine gathered some hand picked bishops together to hammer out one unified faith in order to unify his empire. Called the First Ecumenical Council, they developed this creed. It was modified slightly at the Second Ecumenical Council in 381. We recite it still today in our liturgy and consider it an historical witness to our faith. In fact I would invite you now to turn into your hymnals to page 880, and let’s recite it together.
(Recite the Nicene Creed)
The Nicene Creed was meant to be a measuring stick. That which you set up against a belief or understanding to see if it measured up to correct belief. Is this the bottom line of our Christian faith? We believe in God as Father, and in Jesus Christ who God fathered with the Virgin Mary.

Here is the problem with putting our Christian faith into words. Our words are finite and limiting, and we are using these finite and limiting instruments to try to describe something that is infinite and limitless. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use words to articulate our faith, but they always become allegory and metaphor – something that will always be something less than the absolute truth that is God.

When we celebrated the life of Don Kraushaar last week, the family wanted on the front of the bulletin a quote from St. Francis of Assissi that Don admired and lived, which said “Preach the Gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.” It leads us to understand perhaps that being Christian is more than believing what we can say about it.
Martin Thielen wrote a wonderful book called “What’s the Least I Can Believe and Still Be a Christian.” It would be fun to do a study of it sometime. He divides the book into two parts, 10 things Christians don’t need to believe, and ten things Christians do need to believe. The 10 things that Christians don’t need to believe is actually more telling than Thielen’s list of 10 things Christians do need to believe. Actually there are billions of things Christians don’t need to believe, but there are many things that are so falsely ingrained in our idea of Christianity that Thielen identifies 10 so that we can get an idea of how sometimes we totally miss the point of our faith as Christians.

And so he lifts out as false understandings things like God causes all things to happen like car wrecks, tsunamis, and tornados, each designed for a specific purpose and reason even when it causes great death and destruction. Or that good Christians don’t doubt. Or women can’t be preachers and must submit to men. Or everything in the Bible should be taken literally. Or God loves straight people but not gay people. Or that it is okay for Christians to be judgmental, since we have the truth.

Now most of us would probably agree with Thielen, that these and other beliefs like these at best simply miss the point and not only aren’t vital to being a Christian, but are a mistaken understanding of Christianity. But there are many people who take their faith very seriously and want to be good Christians who believe these things and often make them the litmus test of faith. It should cause us to pause and ask ourselves, “Am I just lucky to be so smart and insightful that I don’t fall prey to misunderstanding or false dogma? Does God really love me so much more than others that I have been graced with correct understanding? Have I demonstrated my worthiness in such a way as to receive the mind of Christ in all things?”

The answer to each of those, for all of us, is no. We are not smarter or more insightful. God does not love us more than others. You and I are not any worthier than anyone else in the entire universe. So the only conclusion I can draw is that I must have my own blind spots. That there are parts of my belief system that probably fall short and into the category of being false, or at least missing the point. And if that is true, than am I really a Christian?

The answer to that is, “yes you are, if you want to follow the ways of Jesus Christ.” And there are two important distinctions in that answer.

1. Being a Christian is about Jesus Christ. A trust that when we see Jesus we see, in a unique way, the very character of God. In his life and in his death. In the way related with others with compassion and mercy. Evidencing that we are more fully human when we trust not in the material riches of the world, but in the spiritual riches of a loving God. Being a Christian first and foremost is about Jesus Christ and finding meaning in his very existence.

2. Being a Christian is about following Jesus, not just believing things about Jesus, but wanting to walk through life with the same priorities of Jesus.

If truth be told, I have a little quirk in my faith. I really don’t like to be called a Christian. There are just too many public perceptions of what it means to be a Christian for which I just cannot abide, which is probably true for any faith. But if being a Christian means I burn Korans on the doorsteps of mosques, then I am not a Christian. If being a Christian means I protest the funerals of fallen soldiers as a sign that God’s judgment is on us for accepting homosexuals, then I am not a Christian. If being a Christian means believing that the devastating earthquake in Haiti was God’s doing for Haitians’ pact with the devil, then I am not a Christian.

I would rather simply be known as a Christ-follower. For when we read about the life and death and resurrection of Jesus, it is pretty hard to miss what was important to Christ. And those are the same things God wishes for you and me.
In the end our Christian faith is not about how well we can articulate a correct understanding of God, or even how closely we can follow the way of Christ, but simply, do you trust God in all things? Ultimately, that is what Christ demonstrated for us – to trust God in all things, even in our death.
If any of you are in a group with Amy Kennedy studying “Love Wins” by Rob Bell, you receive homework. One piece of homework was to come back with a “Pearly Gate” joke or story. Someone dropped two off in my box this week. 
A man died and approached the Pearly Gates. St. Peter told him heaven was getting crowded so he had to test people with a point system. If he got to 100 points he could enter. The man told Peter that he gave to the poor. Peter marked him down for 3 points. The man thought again, then said that he tithed. Peter added one point. The man, desperately searching his memory, finally said that he never cussed. Peter added 1/2 a point. By now the man got very frustrated and said that at this rate he could only get in by the grace of God. Peter replied, “Come on in!”
Do you trust God in all things – with your life, and with your death? For that is the reason Christ lived for us, and died for us, and in following we might also trust and be risen with him.

I pray it will be so in your life and in mine. Amen.
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