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To a generation of journeyers.

We walk together.



If you would attain to what you are not yet, you must always be displeased by what you are. For where you are pleased with yourself there you have remained. Keep adding, keep walking, keep advancing.

—ST. AUGUSTINE




Foreword

Six years ago when I became a Christian—in some ways, completely against my will or wishes—the first thought I had was, “I can’t be a Christian because I don’t want to be a Republican!”

I was a lifelong liberal who had worked in the Clinton White House, on various Democratic campaigns, and was quite at home with my political worldview. I didn’t want to associate with the conservative politics that so many Christians hold. I was also uncomfortable with what I perceived as the anti-gay, anti-intellectual, judgmental perspectives in the community.

Why would I associate conservative politics or these other behaviors with Christianity? Some would argue that it’s the media that have painted Christianity—especially of the orthodox or evangelical breed—in a bad light, and that it’s unfair to use such a broad brush to describe Christians. This is partly true, but the longer I’m a part of the community, the more I realize that Christians bear the bulk of the responsibility for the current image of Christianity.

At the wedding of a friend a few years ago, a conservative woman came up to me and said, “I watch you on TV all the time and sometimes I just want to slap you! I’ve thought many times of sending you a letter saying, ‘If you knew the Lord, you would be a Republican.’ ”

She almost fell out of her chair when I calmly said, “I do know the Lord, and I’m a Democrat.”

This did not compute.

I’m often asked, “How can you be a Democrat and a Christian?” which puzzles me beyond belief. Nowhere in the Bible is there a mandate to be a Republican, or to support low taxes or, say, the war in Iraq, which I opposed from the beginning. And for all the conflation of patriotism and being a good Christian, I’m sorry to tell people that God is actually not an American. He created and cares about everyone in the world, not just Americans.

Whether it’s Jerry Falwell blaming feminists, pagans, and gays for the 9/11 attacks, or Christian pastors and leaders openly aligning themselves with the Republican Party to oppose health-care reform and immigration reform in the name of Jesus, Christianity has a major problem. Yes, it is an image problem. But more importantly it’s a problem of corrupting the gospel with petty politics and partisan ideology. It’s creating divisiveness within a community that is supposed to be known by our love.

By the way, the solution is not to corrupt the gospel with left-wing views either. Some Christians pursue this path, and the result is equally damaging. Weeks after Hurricane Katrina in 2005, I attended Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem only to hear the Rev. Calvin Butts tell the congregation, “George Bush hates black people,” because of the federal government’s insufficient response to the catastrophe.

Both sides are responsible for corrupting the Christian gospel with partisan political views. I know firsthand how wonderful Christians can be—most of my closest friends are Christians—but the idea that loving Jesus means voting for a certain party still lingers.

I became a Christian while attending a wonderful church in New York City. Redeemer Presbyterian is led by Tim Keller, called the “thinking man’s evangelical” by New York Magazine. Keller is one of those orthodox pastors who believes his job is to share the gospel, not slam the Democratic Party or parrot Republican talking points. But even with such a pastor leading my church, I had a hard time finding other congregants who shared my political worldview, though occasionally I would sense I had met one and would whisper, “Wait, are you a Democrat?” We usually became fast friends.

Looking for a smaller church with more community, I started attending Trinity Grace Church, led by a young pastor named Jon Tyson. The bulk of the congregation was in their twenties or early thirties. There I encountered something disarmingly different. While the church teachings were orthodox, the congregants were politically diverse. Barack Obama supporters abounded alongside George Bush and John McCain fans. While there were plenty of attendees who I’m sure voted Republican, it wasn’t of the knee-jerk “all Christians vote Republican” kind. One could sense that people chose candidates based on their values, not simply their political party.

I started to encounter more and more people, including those who identified as conservatives, who were frustrated with the Pat Robertsons and James Dobsons of the world, who they felt gave evangelicals a bad name by their constant politicizing or intolerant comments.

It gave me hope.

Through this church community I was connected to many interesting thinkers, including the author of this book, Jonathan Merritt. He is another person who gives me hope. Jonathan envisions a future where the Christian Church is not Republican or Democrat, but rather faithful to the teachings of Jesus Christ—a future that is quickly approaching.

While he and I don’t see eye to eye on everything politically, we agree on one thing: Christians must move away from the partisan, power-seeking, polemical expressions of religion to a more Jesus-driven faith. I’m excited by the movement under way in the church—led largely by the younger generation—to decouple it from partisan politics and focus on living out the gospel.

The world needs such a movement, and this book comes not a moment too soon.

Kirsten Powers

Fox News political analyst and New York Post columnist


ZERO

Read This First

The slip fell out of my wallet and fluttered, like a down feather, to the floor. I bent over and felt the waitress’s eyes follow me as I reached for the narrow, folded paper. What might be mistaken for a receipt was an invaluable reminder I take with me everywhere I go.

I first began carrying it a few years ago during a struggle with my faith. I was trying to reconcile the Jesus I was encountering in the New Testament with the one I, and so many Americans, claimed to follow. In the Bible, I kept meeting a Jesus who was radical and revolutionary. But many “Christians” I knew worshiped a domesticated Savior—one whose message was easy to swallow and even easier to live by. Their Jesus hated the same people they hated, voted like they did, and made few difficult demands. I developed a nagging sense that the Bible’s Jesus might not care for the Jesus many Americans believed in.

I confessed my uneasiness over dinner with an old schoolmate. As a good friend does, he spoke less than he listened. When I finished my lament, he offered one piece of advice. He told me to purchase a copy of Faust, by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, recognized by many as the greatest German writer who ever lived. He told me to place my frustrations on the shelf for a few days while I read it, or rather let it read me. I agreed.

The next day, I brought home a translation of the heavy tome and dove headfirst into its pages. The plot of this poetic play revolves around a scholar and sorcerer, Dr. Faust, who exchanges his soul for human knowledge. Goethe’s rhythmic words are lush and hypnotizing, and I was mesmerized from the first act. In the opening scene, the character Wagner claims he possesses great knowledge but desires to know everything. Faust’s response caught me off guard:

That which you have received as heritage, now rediscover for yourself and thus you will make it your own.


I stopped, giving the words time to settle.

Then I read them again.

And again.

I wrote them down and tucked the wisdom into my wallet.

Faust’s words felt like a signpost pointing me forward in my spiritual journey. As a follower of Jesus, I can cherish the faith of my father and grandfathers. But I also need to take hold of it myself.

A writer friend of mine, John, had a similar experience a few years ago while sitting by a campfire. Having grown up in a Christian home, he’d practiced the faith of his parents, but it was just that—his parents’ faith. As flickering flames illuminated the night sky, he asked God to make Himself real to him. And God did.

An insatiable desire to read the Bible welled up from his innermost parts, and John began to devour the Scriptures. Old passages took on new life, and John experienced the Jesus who is, not the Jesus he’d seen from afar through his parents’ religion. He began serving others, praying with others, and started a Bible study for young Christians. The faith of his father was now his.

Maybe John discovered something different or perhaps he had willingly accepted the same faith, now that it was not forced on him. He rediscovered a faith that had been handed to him, but now it was his own.

In the sixteenth chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus asks Peter who people believe Jesus is. Peter replies that there is some confusion among the masses. Some think Jesus is John the Baptist, others Elijah, and still others say He may be Jeremiah or another prophet who’s come back to life.

None of these answers was correct, and Jesus asks Peter, “But what about you? Who do you say I am?”

This is a defining question posed to every generation and culture.1 Jesus was not just speaking to Peter. Each successive generation of Christians must give their own answer to Jesus’ frank inquiry. Who do we say Jesus is? Our answer cannot be drawn from what others are saying about Jesus or what our parents taught us about Him. We must stare Jesus in the face and offer our own response.

Peter seems to know precisely who Jesus is: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”2

Peter, the first-century Jew and former fisherman who has given up everything to become Christ’s disciple, believes Jesus to be the One for whom Israel has been waiting for millennia. He is the Savior; He is God’s Son; He is everything.

Like Peter, every generation must see Jesus with their own eyes and learn to follow Him in their own way, even though He is “the same yesterday and today and forever.”3 Though the Savior looks different to many—a father, a friend, a shepherd—He is still unchanging and so are His precepts. We must have an encounter with this ageless Jesus for our own time.

“Each successive epoch,” Albert Schweitzer said, “found its own thoughts in Jesus, which was indeed the only way it could make him live.”4

First-century Christians in Israel wrestled with Jesus, the Jewish rabbi and Messiah. Second-century Roman Christians preached Jesus as the King of Kings who, unlike Caesar, was Lord of all. In the eighth and ninth centuries, Christians’ embrace of Jesus as the true image of God spawned new forms of art, architecture, and religious icons. In the Middle Ages, Christians wrestled with Jesus as the crucified God. During the Protestant Reformation, they discovered a Jesus who justifies humankind with sacrificial grace. Christians of the Enlightenment embraced Jesus, the God of reason, while Christians during the American civil rights movement recognized Jesus as the great liberator.5

Each of these images is a crystallization of who Jesus is.

Throughout history, however, Christians have often let culture, rather than Christ, define their faith. This might certainly be true of the Crusaders’ Jesus, for example, who was a God of war and domination. Christians always face the temptation to depict Jesus in accordance with their own character6 and cast Him in an image that best suits their worldly goals.

The Christianity I often witnessed growing up seemed to be engaged in a political struggle for control of a nation in “moral decline.” The answer to “Who do you say Jesus is?” was pietistic and political. Jesus wanted us to take back our country for Him rather than leave everything behind and follow.

Raised in a conservative family with ties to many leaders in the so-called Religious Right, I thought faithful followship of Jesus meant defeating liberals. I assumed most people felt like my community did—that a cantankerous minority of secular humanists were attempting to chase Jesus out of God-blessed America. Our duty was to resist them.

As a young adult, I discovered that Christians on the left saw my community as revisionist historians who desired to transform America into an oppressive theocracy. Their Jesus didn’t care much for us, and ours didn’t like them either. Both sides had accepted a faith that seemed more shaped by American culture than by the Christ I kept encountering in the Bible.

Philosopher Jacques Ellul once said, “It seems as though politics is the Church’s worst problem. It is her constant temptation, the occasion of her greatest disasters, the trap continually set for her by the Prince of this World.”7 But Ellul is only partially right. Politics itself is not the problem. Foolish participation in politics is what gets the church into trouble. It divides a community for which God desires unity and forces us to lose site of the reason we live and move and breathe.

That’s why much of American Christianity—in the words of former Bush speechwriter and Washington Post columnist Michael Gerson—is in a moment of “head-snapping” change in which our wholesale participation in America’s culture wars is being reevaluated.8 Today’s believers are rediscovering Christianity and searching for a more Jesus-shaped faith. They aren’t leaving the public square altogether, but Christians of all ages—particularly the younger ones—are now rediscovering their faith and the One upon whom that faith is built. They are weary of the partisanship, the struggle for power. They want to go beyond the ballot box and do something concrete about our many problems.

Today’s Christians are returning to the Bible and glimpsing Jesus with fresh eyes and uncovering a faith that transcends the culture wars. They want a faith that isn’t just politically active, but one that transforms life. They believe we can call a truce in the culture wars while remaining faithful to Christ. In fact, they believe faithfulness requires such a cease-fire.

Every time I look at the crinkled paper that rests among the receipts in my wallet, Goethe’s fading words cry out. The old poet whispers to a new generation of Christians, beckoning them to embrace the faith that’s been handed down to them while making it their own.

Those in whose wake we now walk discerned how the faith should go forward in a time of cultural change and moral decline. A new generation must now decide how to go forward in our day. As I survey the Christian landscape, I see many who are staring down their Savior. They are answering the “who do you say” question as they follow Jesus beyond the culture wars.

This is their story.

And mine.
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