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As some of you know, Emmett, my 22-year-old child who graduated from college in the 

spring, has been living at home while looking for a job. One of the great benefits of this is that we 

have had time for a lot of great conversations. Naturally, in the last couple of weeks, much of that 

conversation has been about the book I am preaching on right now, Brian McLaren’s Do I Stay 

Christian?   

 

Last week as we were talking, Emmett said something that was painful for me as a mom 

and as a Christ-follower to hear. Even though at some level I’ve known it to be true, hearing them 

articulate it so clearly was a bit shocking.  They said, “For my friends, for the people I hang out 

with and talk about the world with, Christianity isn’t just irrelevant, it’s bad.  In their eyes, 

Christianity hurts people - and has hurt people for a long, long time.  Christians send their gay 

kids to conversion therapy.  Christians vote for candidates that promote capitalism over caring for 

others.  Christians are often white supremacists.  That’s how a lot of people my age think of 

Christianity, and it’s hard because I don’t know how to say that’s not the kind of Christian I am.” 

 

Ouch. I’m wondering if some of you had similar conversations this week.  A week ago, 

we began this sermon series on Brian McLaren’s book, Do I Stay Christian?  For those of you 

who didn’t hear the first sermon in the series, McLaren explores why so many people are leaving 

the Christian faith.  He goes on to explore reasons to stay Christian and how those who do might 

shape the future of the Church and our society.  I think many of us know someone who was raised 

Christian but has walked away from the church.  So, last week, I gave everyone a homework 

assignment to talk to someone who has left the church and ask them why.  

  

So, here is what we’re going to do.  Together, we’re going to create a word cloud of some 

of the answers you got when you posed this question.  You can participate in one of three ways.  

With your smart phone, follow the URL in the bulletin OR go to www.menti.com.  If you don’t 

have a smartphone, you can write on one of the cards in the pew pockets and take it up to Carole 

or Amy and they will enter what you say into the word cloud.  Please try to use just one word.  

Are you ready? 

 

Here are some of the words I’m seeing…These are hard truths for us to hear, and McLaren 

expresses many of the same.  In this section of the book, McLaren gives ten reasons why someone 

might choose to leave Christianity.  Naturally, I don’t have time to talk about all ten.  So, I’ve 

picked out a few themes that seem to run across several of them - Hypocrisy, Judgmentalism, 

Power, and Violence.   

 

Like many people who doubt Christianity, McLaren looks back at Christian history and 

points to how often the Church has acted in direct contradiction to the teachings of Jesus.  First, 

he looks at Christian antisemitism saying, “The irony is so stark that it’s hard to process: a Jewish 

movement with a Jewish founder and all-Jewish original followers becomes, in the matter of a 

couple of decades, viciously anti-Jewish…setting the stage for inhumane acts of persecution 

against Jewish people in the coming centuries, from ghettoization and banishments to forced 

conversions and mass executions”. 

http://www.menti.com/
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As an example, McLaren points to the more than 200 pogroms - organized massacres of 

Jews - that occurred during the Bubonic Plague.  Since Christians blamed Jews for the plague, 

they felt at liberty to punish them.  In one example, McLaren refers to a pogrom in Strasburg, 

France, where 2,000 Jews were taken to the Jewish cemetery and told to renounce Judaism.  One 

thousand did; the other thousand were burned to death. 

 

Of course, this history of violence and hypocrisy has continued right up to today.  

McLaren goes on to look at Christian violence directed at other Christians, which began very 

early  as theologians such as Athanasius and Augustine called for violence against people who 

were considered heretics or, as McLaren prefers to call them, nonconformists.  Initially, 

nonconformists were taken to trial, censured, imprisoned, or banishment until, in 1252, Pope 

Innocent IV authorized the use of torture on heretics.  This led to the Medieval Inquisitions and 

statements like this from Thomas Aquinas in 1271: “With regard to heretics… they deserve not 

only to be separated from the Church by excommunication but also to be severed from the world 

by death”.  Again, the irony and hypocrisy are glaring given that Christianity began as a faith built 

on Jesus’s commandment that we love each other as we love ourselves. 

 

However, Christian violence was not limited to punishment of other Christians - far from 

it.  What we often hear reference to from critics of Christianity today, especially in the context of 

racism, is the centuries long marriage between church and state that led to the crusades, 

colonialism, slavery, and death.   

 

The Crusades began as a war against Islam, a war that continues today.  Christian soldiers, 

empowered by the Pope, marched across Northern Africa as well as to Spain and the Balkans. As 

they entered Muslim communities, the residents were given the options to leave, convert, submit, 

or die.   

 

Ultimately, the Crusades ended, and Christian colonialism emerged.  Like the Crusades, 

this was fully supported by the church beginning with a document written by Pope Nicholas and 

presented to the King of Portugal early in the fifteen century.  We often hear it called the Doctrine 

of Discovery.  It said: “We grant to you by these present documents, with our Apostolic 

Authority, full and free permission to invade, search out, capture and subjugate the Saracens and 

pagans and any other unbelievers and enemies of Christ wherever they may be, as well at their 

kingdoms, duchies, counties, principalities and other property…and to reduce their persons into 

perpetual slavery, and to apply and appropriate and convert to the use and profit of yourself and 

your successors the Kings of Portugal, in perpetuity, the above-mentioned kingdoms, duchies, 

counties, principalities, and other property and possessions and such-like goods”.  Soon, similar 

permission was given to other European countries like Spain and France.  After the Protestant 

Reformation, the Protestant European nations joined in the colonization frenzy and, needless to 

say, many white colonizers and white nations became very wealthy as a result. 

 

The toll of all of this is beyond measure.  I’m not sure we have any idea how many people 

were killed in the name of colonization, but researchers estimate that 50 million were killed just in 

the 20th century as the colonies fought for independence.  And we know that 12.5 million 

Africans were shipped like cargo to the New World.  We are still impacted in countless ways by 

this history today.  Colonization had as its foundation an assumption of white supremacy that was 

inextricably linked to the Church. The racism, white supremacy, and Christian nationalism we are 
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experiencing right now, as evidenced by January 6, 2021, is a direct legacy of the Doctrine of 

Discovery.  And again we wonder how love God and love your neighbor turned into this. 

 

Many of the other reasons that McLaren lists for why people would choose not to stay 

Christian point to how that change happened.  He speaks to how loyalty to the institution of the 

Church has led to events such as the covering up of clergy sexual abuse by priests and bishops in 

the Catholic Church.  He points out the corrupting influence of money on the Church.  He 

examines the link between the Church and white patriarchy and the damaging impact of dualistic 

thinking on Christian theology.  He points out the many biases and the narrow thinking of 

particularly Evangelical Christians.  

  

All of this is in such obvious contrast to what Jesus actually taught.  As I’ve heard more 

than one person say, “Christians are the least Christ-like people I know”.  So, it is no wonder that 

one of the most common criticisms of Christianity is hypocrisy. 

 

Interestingly, Jesus had a lot to say about hypocrisy. Take our scripture reading for today.  

These five verses come near the end of Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, the whole of which is made 

up of simple instructions on how to faithfully follow him.  This is not the first mention of 

hypocrisy - particularly hypocrisy in the church. Earlier in the Sermon on the Mount, we find him 

saying: 

“So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in 

the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. 

“And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to stand and pray in 

the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others.  

“And whenever you fast, do not look somber, like the hypocrites, for they mark their faces 

to show others that they are fasting.” 

 

But in this passage, Jesus is speaking specifically about judging others while not 

examining our own hypocritical behavior.  In first century Judaism, Jesus saw judgmentalism, 

hypocrisy, and the misuse of power all around him particularly in the temple officials and the 

Pharisees.  He consistently pointed this out. He turned over the tables of the money lenders at the 

temple.  He challenged those who wanted to stone an adulteress by asking who among them was 

without sin.  He healed on the Sabbath to point out that caring for others is of higher importance 

than strictly adhering to the Law. 

 

The same kinds of hypocrisy that Jesus challenged is what people leaving Christianity see 

today. For those of us who choose to stay, this also points to the work we have to do for the 

church to more faithfully embody the teachings of Christ.  We need to be honest about Christian 

history, acknowledge the wrongs, and make reparations where we can.  We need to deeply study 

what Jesus said, what he valued, and what it meant to be faithful in his eyes.  We need to confront 

those who misrepresent Jesus and misuse the Church.  And we need to examine our own lives for 

ways in which we perpetuate the attitudes and behaviors of Christians in the past.   

 

The Christian Church, our church, and we as Christ-followers, all have the opportunity to 

be the Church Jesus imagined - communities of people who embody peace, wholeness, and 

justice and seek to counter the racism, corruption, and hypocrisy we have inherited. 

 

May it be so. Amen. 


