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Introduction: Why These Letters?

Writing letters to young Christians is nothing new. Almost twenty centuries ago, the apostle Paul did it. He wrote to Timothy, his protégé, with the hope that his letters would guide this fledgling Christian missionary and inspire him to realize his potential as an evangelist and church leader. Paul’s epistles to Timothy have come down to us as part of the New Testament, and they are jam-packed with good theology and wise council.

Paul wrote to Timothy for many of the same reasons that motivate me to write to young Evangelicals today. He wanted to keep Timothy from being swept up in movements within the church that distorted the Gospel and justified destructive behavior. Knowing that young people can be easily seduced by fast-talking sophisticates who construct false images of Christ, Paul wanted to keep Timothy orthodox (2 Corinthians 11:12-14). Paul wanted this promising novice at church leadership to  develop intellectually so that he would be prepared to relate the Gospel message effectively to those outside the Christian community as well as those within it (2 Timothy 2:15). Most important, Paul wanted Timothy to develop the kind of spiritual disciplines that would nurture him into Christian maturity.

Imitating Paul, I will address the letters in this book to an imagined young Evangelical named Timothy. My hope is that these letters might provide young readers in today’s world something like the helpful advice and instruction that Paul gave to his Timothy many years ago.

Each of these letters will also be addressed to an imagined young woman named Junia, because young women are just as important to us as young men. I am convinced that Paul would have had no objection to my approach, especially since he had no problem with women holding key roles of leadership. In Romans 16:7, Paul recognized Junia, a woman, as a fellow apostle—the supreme role for a preacher and teacher in ecclesiastical rankings.

It always amazes me to see the lengths to which some of my Evangelical brothers and sisters are willing to go in concealing the fact that women held prominent leadership roles in the early church. They even seem ready to change the Bible if it runs contrary to the belief that only men should hold high offices in Christendom. When certain Evangelicals produced their own translation of the Scriptures in the first edition of the New International Version, they changed the name Junia to  Junius—a man’s name. You may come to your own conclusions as to why they did that, but I think it was an attempt to restructure the Bible to legitimate their own chauvinist ideas about who should be eligible to lead the church. In an effort to restore Junia to her true role within the history of the church, I have chosen to address these letters to her as well as to Timothy.

 

One of my biggest concerns about American Evangelicalism today is that, in the minds of many, it has become synonymous with the Religious Right. Given that most of our prominent leaders and their followers have been the base of the most conservative wing of the Republican Party, it is easy to see why those outside our community perceive us that way.

Those on the Religious Right have the microphone. Their voices are the ones heard on thousands of religious radio and television shows. They are the ones quoted by the secular media as speaking for us. But I want our modern-day Timothys and Junias to know that there is a significant minority within the Evangelical community that embraces progressive politics. In fact, if the issues of abortion and homosexual marriage were set aside, Evangelicals would split right down the middle politically, with half of us voting Democratic and the other half Republican.

I don’t want to give the impression that I think there is anything wrong with Christians being Republicans. In  reality, Christians on both sides of the political aisle are committed to many of the same values. I believe that Christians on the political right are just as eager as those on the left to help the poor, bring peace to the world, rescue the environment from degradation, and overcome racism. Working for social justice is not a prerogative of the left.

What differentiates Evangelicals on the right from those on the left are the different ways each group proposes to achieve social justice. Those on the right tend to put their trust in the private sector (e.g., churches and other charitable organizations) to meet the needs of the poor and oppressed, whereas those on the left believe that the government must play a major role in solving social problems.

When it comes to social ministries, those on the Religious Right excel in financial support and volunteerism. They are always among the first to come to the aid of victims after a disaster such as Hurricane Katrina. The volunteers recruited by Pat Robertson deserve praise for their work among the poor. Likewise, the ministries of Samaritan’s Purse, an organization long guided by Billy Graham’s son, Franklin Graham, deserve great credit for providing medical services and feeding programs to people in Third World countries.

As commendable as these ministries are, however, many of us believe that something more is needed. I, along with many other Evangelicals who are not part of  the Religious Right, believe that Christians should engage in efforts to change the political and economic structures of our society because these structures do not adequately address the needs of the poor and oppressed. In fact, prevailing social structures are often responsible for much of their misery.

We believe that churches alone cannot provide health care for the 44 million Americans who have none; government must step in to help meet this need. Private charities cannot compensate the working poor, who are growing poorer in real terms every day because, despite significant inflation, their minimum wage has not been raised in a decade.

The businesses and industries of America, which have made profits their raison d’être, are not likely to look out for the public good unless required to do so by law. Government controls are needed.

We believe in challenging a government that sets aside less than four-tenths of 1 percent of its federal budget to help the poor worldwide while spending hundreds of billions on the military and on boondoggles that serve little more than the political interests of the legislators who sponsor them.

In many cases, we believe in policies and programs that put us in direct opposition to more conservative Evangelicals. For instance, many conservative Evangelicals decry public education because they believe that our schools are teaching children secular humanism. In contrast, we  believe in working to increase funding to those schools, usually in poor neighborhoods, that are underfunded and therefore underserving their students.

When it comes to protecting the environment, the Religious Right questions whether there is even a problem to be addressed. We believe that there is.

On a host of other issues as well—from homosexuality to the war in Iraq—there is a much broader range of opinion within the Evangelical community than you might think. I will be writing to you about many of these issues in this book, and I encourage you to keep your minds open to the wide variety of ways that Evangelicals can approach all of these issues.

 

Those of us within the Evangelical community who embrace a progressive political agenda are often referred to in the media as the Evangelical Left. We don’t like that designation because it suggests that we are an arm of the Democratic Party in the same way in which the Religious Right has become an arm of the Republican Party. We contend that to ally Jesus with either political party is idolatry. The Jesus of Scripture will not conform to the ideologies of any party. He stands in judgment of all of our political agendas and calls Christians in each and every party to examine their respective party platforms in accord with his teachings.

Some people have referred to us as progressive Evangelicals. We also shy away from that designation for a  variety of reasons, not the least of which is that the term  Evangelical carries with it a great deal of baggage. The word Evangelical is accurate and useful to describe our theology. But in the outside world, it is too often confused with the Religious Right, which has effectively appropriated the word for its own purposes.

These confusions led a group of us who are Evangelical writers and speakers to try to come up with some other designation. After much discussion, we enthusiastically decided to call ourselves Red-Letter Christians. Strangely enough, this name was suggested to us by a secular Jewish country-and-western disc jockey in Nashville, Tennessee. When he heard about our intense desire to be faithful to the words of Jesus as recorded in the New Testament, he said, “Oh! You folks are into those verses in the Bible that are in red letters!” Of course, he was referring to the old King James Version Bibles that had all the words of Jesus printed in red.

While I will refer to “Evangelicals” throughout the letters that follow, and define myself as one of them, do be aware that the social values that I will be expressing make me part of the socially and politically progressive minority within Evangelicalism increasingly known as Red-Letter Christians.

 

Let me warn you right up front that if you try to live out the teachings described in the red letters of the New Testament, you may well be viewed as a radical. After all,  they didn’t put Jesus on a cross for saying nice things that people in the ruling religious, political, and economic establishment wanted to hear. His teachings, as recorded in the red letters of Scripture, were so threatening to the status quo that religious leaders believed that the survival of their entire social system—the system that had given them so much wealth, power, and prestige—was contingent on Jesus’s execution (John 11:49-50).

The red letters of the New Testament challenge us still. As I will explain in these letters, the teachings of Jesus run contrary to many of our current policies, lifestyles, and beliefs. The red letters challenge Americans’ justifications for accumulating wealth, support of capital punishment, ready endorsement of war, rampant consumerism, rebellion against sexual prohibitions that have sustained purity and modesty for generations, and arrogant use of economic power to fulfill national self-interests to the detriment of other nations.

Some will accuse me of radicalizing Jesus by distorting his message. I am constantly reflecting on that judgment, trying to figure out whether that criticism is valid. But I contend that a true and careful reading of the red letters in the New Testament can radicalize any honest reader—and I try to be honest. I encourage you to judge for yourselves whether the positions I take on controversial issues are true to the red letters.






1

Welcome!

 

 

 

 

Dear Timothy and Junia,

Welcome to the Evangelical world!

The Evangelical world is very different now than it was when I was growing up a half century ago. Back then, we Evangelicals were little more than a small blip on the radar screens of those surveying the U.S. religious landscape. In those days, mainline denominations dominated American religion, and many of their leaders viewed us, with condescension, as a reactionary sect lacking what they called “relevancy to the modern world.” Images of the Scopes trial—during which William Jennings Bryan defended Fundamentalists’ belief in a six-day creation—loomed large in their memories.

Over the course of the twentieth century, Western societies came to believe that “truth” could only be proved according to scientific criteria. Evangelical beliefs, marked by miraculous events such as a virgin birth, resurrections from the dead, and a Savior who  walked on water, did not fare well in that environment. Sophisticated intellectuals dismissed us because we refused to accept the arguments of modernist biblical scholars who raised questions about the historical validity of Scripture and claimed that the Bible was just a collection of religious myths and metaphorical accounts of history.

As the sociologist Peter Berger explained in his 1967 book, The Sacred Canopy, the West had severed itself from an ancient, magical form of religiosity and replaced it with a modern worldview in which religion was reduced to that which is rational and ethical. Berger and others believed that this drive toward rationalization was irreversible, and that for religion to remain relevant (there’s that word again), it would have to adapt to the canons of modernity.

During those days, we Evangelicals established a fortress mentality and concentrated on defending ourselves against the onslaught of liberal theology. Many young people, believing in the supremacy of scientific thinking, deserted our churches, scoffed at our messages, and refused to accept any doctrine that seemed to defy their rationalistic ways of thinking. At the convocations of the mainline denominations to which most Christians belonged in those days, Fundamentalism was regularly ridiculed. The colleges and universities established by mainline denominations were rapidly secularized, and the religious commitments that had given them birth  were held in derision. The popular media, taking its cue from Sinclair Lewis’s Elmer Gantry, made evangelists out to be charlatans. In those days, we Evangelicals were somewhat apologetic when explaining to outsiders who we were and what we believed.

Berger and other “modernists” could not have imagined what would happen to American religion by the end of the twentieth century. Those who are still with us from those days can only gasp at the resurgence of Evangelicalism and the ways in which this movement has gained the prestige and power it presently enjoys. As presidential candidates vie with each other to try to convince the 55 million Americans claiming to be “born again” that they, too, are religious, liberal thinkers look on with disbelief that the world has changed so quickly.

Martin Marty, an eminent religious scholar, has said that Evangelicalism has so effectively ended the hegemony that mainline denominations once exercised over contemporary Protestantism that the latter should really be referred to as “the sidelined denominations.” Every year, just about every mainline denomination registers significant declines in membership, while many independent Evangelical churches show dramatic increases. The few mainline denominational churches that do grow are often churches that have espoused Evangelical styles of preaching and worship. Many of these churches find the denominational labels affixed to their outdoor  display signs to be more of a hindrance than an asset in attracting members.

 

How did we come so far, so fast? One of the primary reasons is the evangelist Billy Graham. An icon of our movement, Graham is the closest thing we Evangelical Protestants have to a pope. He has served us well, expressing and demonstrating what is best about us in so many different ways. Graham’s preaching has been exemplary; the fiscal accountability of his organization has been impeccable; and the way he has presented himself in the media—from The Tonight Show to Larry King Live—has made us proud. For the most part, Billy Graham has given the impression that Evangelicals can be reasonable, kind, nonjudgmental, and politically nonpartisan—which is more than can be said for many television evangelists.

Just after World War II, Billy Graham, a recent graduate of Wheaton College in Illinois, along with some friends, formed Youth for Christ, an organization committed to evangelizing the young people of America. However, Graham earned widespread public attention only after newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst heard Graham in Los Angeles early in his preaching career and gave word to his network of editors that this young evangelist was something special. After that, Graham was front-page news everywhere, and the publicity helped him attract ever-increasing audiences.

I first heard Billy Graham speak in 1957, at the old Madison Square Garden in New York City. At the time, I was a twenty-three-year-old pastor of two small churches in New Jersey. I had brought a busload of my church members to the big city to hear this newly famous preacher. There was not a vacant seat in the building.

I sat in awe as Graham called upon the urban people of Gotham City to repent of their sins and surrender their lives to Christ. Charisma is hard to define, but it’s easy to recognize it when you see it—and I saw it that night. Holding a huge Bible plopped open in one hand and strongly gesturing to the audience with a pointed finger of the other, Graham communicated an urgency in his message that held us in rapt attention.

As he wrapped up his sermon, the great evangelist invited all who wanted to be “born again” to come forward and stand in the open space in front of the preaching platform. It looked as though more than a thousand people responded to his invitation. A mass choir of several hundred singers from churches throughout the New York metropolitan area sang as the people came forward. I still remember their singing the standard invitation hymn of Evangelicals: 



Just as I am, without one plea  
But that Thy blood was shed for me,  
And that Thou bid’st me come to Thee,  
O Lamb of God, I come, I come!


Hundreds of carefully trained counselors were waiting for those who streamed down the aisles of that vast sports arena. These counselors were more than ready to pray for the would-be converts, to give them tracts with helpful guidelines for the spiritual journey upon which they were embarking, and to gather personal information so that each of them could be referred to a local church that would nurture them into mature Christian lives.

The whole event was brilliantly organized—from the publicity and organizational work that drew the crowd to the orchestrated singing to the preaching and praying with those who made decisions for Christ. But the careful planning and organizational efficiency were not the most important elements of what transpired that night. No one present could deny the special charisma possessed by the preacher. Billy Graham had something special about him that seemed to come from beyond and above. Pentecostal Christians would say he had a “special anointing from the Lord.”

If you carefully considered the words of Graham’s sermon that night, you might have found them interesting but not especially profound. His message was a rather simple explanation of what a person must believe and do in order to be “born again.” Of course, Graham’s delivery was dynamic, and his good looks and head of shiny blond hair added to the impact he made from the pulpit that night. But all of those positive assets did not explain his incredible effectiveness. It was easy for me to  believe that God’s spirit was alive and working through Billy Graham as he spoke. There was a sense that some supernatural force controlled him—and it was this metaphysical force that drew his audience not so much to him but to the Jesus he preached.

We cannot know for certain how much of Evangelicalism’s growing success and popularity over the next half century was determined by the preaching crusades Billy Graham conducted as he carried the Gospel around the world. But there is no doubt that his impact has been enormous—not only because of his own work, but also through the thousands of young preachers who learned from him and imitated his style. His rapid-fire preaching and his constant use of the phrase the Bible says  to legitimate every point of his messages became almost standard fare among evangelists and remain so right down to our present day. These imitators accomplished great things, but, in the end, they were no match for the man who had inspired them. Without a doubt, Billy Graham preached the Gospel to more people than any other person in human history, and it’s doubtful that we shall ever see the likes of him again.

Billy Graham showed the world that the heart of the Evangelical movement is our intensive zeal for “winning people to Christ.” He made clear his belief that Jesus Christ is the only one who can deliver people from the punishing consequences of their sins and offer the promise of eternal life when this earthly life is over.  Those who were not possessed by the spiritual presence of Christ, Graham claimed, would be lost souls for time and eternity.

Because he truly loved people and did not want them to be lost, Graham urgently wanted to tell the salvation story as often and to as many people as possible. Graham did not attempt to play God by offering judgments about who was saved and who was lost, but he never backed off from his conviction that whoever was saved was saved through the sacrificial death of Christ on Calvary’s cross. Graham’s drive was the drive of all Evangelicals: to “rescue the perishing and care for the dying,” as the old hymn goes. Whenever you find us, you will encounter Christians who want to make sure that your salvation is sealed by your belief in what Jesus did for you on the cross.

The zeal and urgency Graham brought to the Evangelical movement transformed the movement from within. It is this zeal, and our sense of urgency to save the lost, that has been responsible for the phenomenal growth of our churches. Most members of mainline churches are more hesitant to share their faith, and often consider it poor manners to bring up religion in friendly conversations at social gatherings. But we Evangelicals feel obligated to witness for Christ whenever we get the opportunity. Undoubtedly, sometimes we can be obnoxious in our constant efforts to squeeze in some testimony about what we believe, even when it might appear completely inappropriate. But there can be no question that we are generating results. We really do win converts through our incessant witnessing about what Christ has done and is doing in our lives. New converts are regularly joining our churches and swelling the memberships of our congregations, while the congregations of mainline churches are shrinking.

 

One of the most well-known mega-churches created through the outreach efforts of Evangelicals is the great Willow Creek Community Church in Barrington, Illinois. This particular church deserves special mention because its style of worship and its methods for bringing in new members have been imitated by other churches not only across America, but also around the world.

The format of Sunday services at Willow Creek Community Church is somewhat similar to what might be viewed on one of those late-night TV talk shows. The well-orchestrated program is built around a carefully selected theme. It includes skits that drive home pointed messages, well-performed music, and a twenty-minute talk in which the pastor uses interesting stories to illustrate his message. That the hour-long program is good entertainment does not mean that the meaningful truths it is designed to communicate are concealed.

When it comes to promotional techniques, the Willow Creek Community Church early on learned to use the Internet to connect with people throughout the  greater Chicago area and draw them into the fellowship of the church. But more than anything else, the members of the congregation have learned that it is their responsibility to bring their friends, neighbors, and work associates to experience what the church has to offer.

A few years ago, members of this congregation celebrated their church’s twenty-fifth anniversary. Bill Hybels, the founder and pastor of the church, wanted all who regularly attend any of its weekly services to gather together in one place at one time. Because more than 25,000 people attend Willow Creek services each week, the church rented the United Center in downtown Chicago for the celebration.

When the Willow Creek people came into that huge sports arena on the big night, each of them was given a small flashlight. Then, at a particular point in the evening program, the house lights were turned off. Pastor Hybels asked those who had had no previous church affiliation before coming to Willow Creek Community Church to turn on their flashlights and wave them over their heads. The results were amazing! Thousands upon thousands of flashlights were turned on. All sides of the center were ablaze with waving points of light. These lights, for the most part, represented converts who had been led to Christ through the zealous efforts of other Willow Creek Community Church members. Those shining lights were evidence of how effectively Evangelicals do evangelism.

While I’ve given you a peek at what we Evangelicals do and what makes us tick, I’ve not yet carefully defined just what we believe and what makes those beliefs distinctive. But this letter is long enough, so I’ll have to wait for my next letter to spell out those things. For now, let me sign off by saying, “Stay alive in Christ.”

 

Sincerely, 
Tony
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