Christians in the World

Don Closson looks at three books on how to live the Christian
life in 21st century America: Radical, The Next Christians,
and To Change the World.

Introduction

Have you ever heard a sermon that tried to convince
you that our earthly possessions should be looked
at more like a hotel room rather than a permanent
home? The point being that earth is a nice place to
visit, but it’'s not a believer’s final destination.
As aliens and strangers, our real residence is with God which
usually implies a heavenly spiritual existence that 1is
completely foreign to our current one. In a bit of a twist, a
recent article in Christianity Today argued that most
evangelicals have things backwards. We are wrong if we think
that at Christ’s return the wicked will be “left behind” and
the righteous will be taken away to a heavenly abode. It’'s the
wicked who will be removed while the righteous remain on
earth. The author’s conclusion is that we should be more
caring about this world because it, not heaven, will be our
eternal home.

How we view “final things” or the “end times” impacts how we
live today. There is a heated debate going on about the
priorities of those who desire to live out a biblical
worldview. Should we be focused on restoring this world,
redeeming it for God, or on offering the lifeboat of salvation
in order to save some from impending destruction along with
the rest of the cosmos? Are we to be mostly about creating a
restored culture through our Spirit empowered efforts, or are
we seeking salvation for a redeemed people leaving restoration
of the world to special acts of God?

In this article I will focus on three popular books that offer
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different perspectives on how Christians should prioritize
their lives: Radical by David Platt, a mega-church pastor from
Birmingham, Alabama; The Next Christians by Gabe Lyons, a
conference speaker who has created an organization to
encourage dialogue about the purpose of the church; and To
Change the World by James Hunter, the lone academic, a
professor of religion, culture, and social theory at the
University of Virginia.

Platt’s book is simple and straightforward. He tells his story
mostly by giving examples of people in his church who were
radicalized by the gospel. Lyons’ book is a polemic against
what he calls a gospel that only tells half of God’s story.
Hunter gives us a scholarly tome, calling Christians to
humility when it comes to changing the culture in which we
dwell. Although these books are different in significant ways,
they all present an argument against the so-called American
dream of runaway materialism and extreme individualism.

Three different books, espousing a similar message, told with
both passion and thoughtfulness. Join me as we consider how
Christians are to dwell on earth as aliens and strangers.

Becoming a Radical

The strength of David Platt’s book Radical is its simplicity.
He pleads with us to believe what Jesus says and then to obey
it. But like most things in life, his simple admonition hides
nuances and assumptions that beg further explanation.

Platt fills his book with example after example of Christians
making radical life decisions as they reject both the American
dream and the typical American way of doing church. He argues
that “[W]e as Christ followers in American churches have
embraced values and ideas that are not only unbiblical but
that actually contradict the gospel we claim to believe.”{1}
After introducing himself as one of the youngest pastors to



lead a mega-church, he admits that the “bigger-is-better”
tendency in our churches 1is hard to support in Scripture.

Platt’s concerns are worthy of much soul searching and careful
interpretation of God’s Word. But about halfway through the
book I found myself both attracted to, and frustrated by, the
many stories of life change among Platt’s congregants as well
as his own struggles over how to lead his church in a way that
is Christ honoring. For example, Platt’s discussion of Luke 9
results in this sentence: “We do have to give up everything we
have to follow Jesus. We do have to love him in a way that
makes our closest relationships in this world look like hate.
And it is entirely possible that he will tell us to sell
everything we have and give it to the poor.”{2} Unfortunately,
when I looked for principles to know when and to what extent
Jesus 1is asking me to do these things, I didn’t find that
Platt offered any.

Platt leaves little room for interpretation when it comes to
the words of Jesus. Is it possible that Jesus used rabbinic
hyperbole or exaggeration common to the Jewish teachers of his
day when making his more drastic comments about holy living?
Even though Platt occasionally tempers his remarks with an “I
don’t have all the answers” or “I have more questions than
answers,” he writes as if his reading of the text 1is obvious
and conclusive.{3}

Platt’s book Radical is intended to shock culturally captive
Christians out of their American Dream stupor and to become
serious Christ followers. His one-year dare at the end
includes activities from which all believers would benefit. We
should be praying for the entire world, reading through the
entire Word, sacrificing our money for Kingdom purposes,
reaching out to those in other cultural settings, and
committing ourselves to multiplying church communities. I just
wish that Platt had given us a little more nuanced guidance as
to when and to what extent Christians should live a radical
life.



Restoring Eden

Of the three books we are examining in this article, I
anticipated the arrival of Gabe Lyons’ book The Next
Christians the most. I had read glowing endorsements and was
hoping not to be disappointed.

The first of three sections in the book describes how the
world has changed in its perception of Christianity. Although
there is much good information here, Lyons resorts to the
phrase “perfect storm” once too often in describing our
current cultural milieu. He is right to describe attitudes
towards believers in post-Christian America as mostly
negative, but I am cautious about his complaint that our
situation today is somehow unique.{4}

Lyons describes the church’s response to social change as
either separatist or cultural. The separatists are
characterized by judgmental withdrawal from society,
aggressively defending a Christian America that no longer
exists. They reduce the Christian’s task to saving a few souls
via evangelism in ways often offensive to our pluralistic
society. It’s not a pretty picture. According to Lyons, we are
far too influenced by the remnants of the Fundamentalist
movement that did battle with modernism at the beginning of
the last century.

Cultural Christians seek to blend into the culture rather than
judge it, and define the Christian life as primarily doing
kind things for others. These self-identified Christians place
tolerance high on their list of virtues and are working
diligently to avoid topics or actions that might alienate
their neighbors. Lyons argues that they have conformed to the
culture in a way that relinquishes any hope of having
significant impact.

Lyons endorses a third category which he calls restorers. He
describes these people as those who “envision the world as it



was meant to be and they work toward that vision. Restorers
seek to mend earth’s brokenness.”{5} They are optimistic, and
see “that God 1s on the move-doing something unique in our
time.”{6} Their mission is to see “how things ought to be,”
and then to commit their lives to making it so.{7}

In a manner similar to Platt’s book Radical, Lyons chastises
Christians who focus too much on the Gospel message of
redemption and emphasizing a salvation that offers escape from
this fallen world. By putting restoration back into God’s
story we don’t have to wait for God to give us a new heaven
and earth, we can experience it now.

Lyons’ call to action is an expansive one and it immediately
raises questions about what a restored world should look like;
what specific form should our political and economic systems
take? He seems to assume that we should know the answer to
these questions but I am not so sure that it’s that obvious.

A Faithful Presence

We will now consider the most academic of the three books we
are examining, James Hunter'’'s book To Change the World. Not
only is Hunter’s book one third longer than the other two, it
is far more abstract in content. Where the other two books
give significant space to stories of lives changed by a
biblical calling, Hunter devotes less than three pages to real
life examples. What we do get is a thoughtful overview of how
most Christians wrongly pursue political power in the name of
Christ.

According to Hunter, Christians can be broken down into three
distinct groups: the Christian Right, the Christian Left and
the Neo-Anabaptists. The Christian Right seeks to win the
culture war. In its eyes, Christian America 1s disappearing
and needs to be defended. Secularism has conquered the media,
academia, and government, resulting in a culture that rejects



biblical values and corrupts our children.

In many ways the Christian Left and Neo-Anabaptists look a lot
alike. They are hostile towards an unrestrained market economy
and capitalism itself. They also share a sharp loathing for
the Christian Right. But they differ dramatically regarding
the believer’s relationship to government. The Left see the
government as a partner while the Neo-Anabaptists see it only
as a coercive force that uses violence to enforce its will.

Hunter argues that all three groups seek political power in
order to change the culture, a goal that will inevitably fail.
He spends a large portion of the book explaining why changing
a culture is far more difficult than most appreciate. Cultures
are more complex and resilient than we think and cannot be
changed by just putting new ideas in people’s minds.

In the end, Hunter calls Christians to what he describes as a
faithful presence. Rather than defending against the
secularization of culture, trying to be relevant to it, or
even seeking purity from its negative effects he calls for
another response that lends authenticity without sacrificing
coherence and depth to our faith.

Building a faithful presence requires that our leaders care
more about discipleship than fighting the culture war or
gaining political power. Christ followers today have faith but
lack a vision for living that is distinct from the larger
post-Christian culture. For Hunter, “A theology of faithful
presence means a recognition that the vocation of the church
1s to bear witness to and to be the embodiment of the coming
Kingdom of God.”{8} Hunter realizes that the New Heavens and
New Earth will be God'’s restoring work, but by honoring God
through our relationships and our tasks we will taste
something of His kingdom now.



Summary

In this article we have considered three stimulating and
passionate books, Radical by David Platt, The Next Christians
by Gabe Lyons and To Change the World by James Hunter and have
been left with three overlapping pictures of what it means to
be a Christ follower in the current American culture. Is the
Christian life about being a radical, being as counter-
cultural as possible? Is it restoring the world to a pre-fall
condition? Or is it as simple as being a disciple maker?

The apostle Paul certainly lived a radical lifestyle, but he
was limited by a couple of parameters. Paul talks about being
free from the expectations of men and yet careful not to give
offense in any way that might hinder the gospel.{9} He was
culturally sensitive enough to know what actions or words
might keep people from hearing the good news. He said that he
became all things to all men so that some might be saved. He
conformed to the culture enough to communicate the
transcendent truth about Jesus.

Paul says very little about reforming Roman society, the
government, commerce, or education. He seems to be much more
concerned about the culture within the church than he does the
culture at large. He writes, “What business is it of mine to
judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those
inside?”{10} His desire was for Christ followers to live out
the “one another” passages that fill the New Testament. To be
loving, encouraging, building up, and bearing with one another
in a way that will draw outsiders to the gospel.

What about Gabe Lyons’ strong emphasis on restoration? In my
mind the issue is one of priorities. Most Christians would
like to see their efforts result in some degree of healing and
restoration in our society. But is healing and restoration of
America our first priority? This might be true if one holds
the view that Christians must take over society prior to
Christ’s return, as do some postmillenialists. But for those



who believe that Christ will return as a conquering king to a
world in rebellion, there is no expectation or responsibility
for Christians to restore the planet. These differing
positions show, once again, the relevance of theology to
everyday Llife.

International speaker and author 0s Guinness describes clearly
our first priority as believers. He writes, “All that we do
must be first and last for Christ and His kingdom, not for
America, or the West, or democracy, or whatever. The ‘first
things’ must be first again, and everything else must be
viewed only a bonus or a by-product, and not our prime
concern.”{11} Since God has chosen to build his kingdom
through the church, it is Christ’s church that should receive
our primary efforts.
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9/11 and You

My sister had a 9:00 a.m. appointment at the World Trade
Center.

On September 12.

Since September 11, 2001, I've often wondered what might have
happened had her appointment been a day earlier or the
terrorist attacks a day later. I could have been walking the
streets of New York City with her picture.

What were your feelings that tragic day? Shock? Fear? Anger?
Confusion? Sadness? How do you process those feelings now, as
reminders of the attacks come in anniversary commemorations
and media coverage? Nearly two-thirds of American Red Cross
9/11 adult counselees still grieve, according to a study of
those directly affected by the attacks{l}.

“T Hate You!”

In the immediate aftermath, my feelings of sadness blended
with intense hostility. Once when Osama Bin Laden’s face
appeared on television, I spontaneously shouted, “I hate you!”

I was and am a follower of Jesus. He taught his followers to
“love your enemies.”{2} Why was I yelling “I hate you!” to a
picture on a TV screen?

I wondered why this guy hated my sister. If Deborah Wright had
been among the victims, her death would have been included
among those he applauded. If I had been a victim, he would
have applauded mine. I wrote a radio series on “Why Radical
Muslims Hate You” to discover historical, socio-cultural,
political, religious, and psychological roots of such anger.
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It helped me to connect with Muslims who shared similar
concerns but disavowed the radical methods.

Dust of Death

Deborah’s experience as a corporate chaplain took her back to
New York to help WTC-based companies and their employees who
suffered loss on 9/11 cope with the emotional and spiritual
whirlwinds their worlds had become. Many suffered from
survivor guilt. Failure to process grief could lead to serious
consequences. Some firemen, for instance, were assigned to
look after widows of fallen comrades. “There can be enormous
intimacy and bonding in shared grief,” Deborah notes. “Some of
the firemen and widows ended up in bed together.”

Some competitive, driven businesspersons re-examined their rat
race—making big bucks and accumulating the most toys—and
asked, “Is that all there is?”. Long looks at corporate
culture prompted many to consider spiritual realities.

Part of helping survivors process their experiences involved
taking them to Ground Zero. Deborah comments, “As I stood at
Ground Zero and picked up the dust, I could not help but think
that we were standing in a giant crematorium. The ground
seemed hallowed to me.”

Personal Lessons from 9/11

What personal 9/11 lessons persist? Perhaps you can relate to
these that seem poignant to me:

We live in a contingent universe. Human decisions and actions
have consequences, often for good or evil.

Life is temporary. One early spiritual leader wrote of our
lives' fleeting nature, “You are just a vapor that appears for
a little while and then vanishes away.”{3}

Link with the eternal. Jesus of Nazareth, whom people of



diverse spiritual persuasions respect as a great teacher, told
a friend grieving her brother’s death, “I am the resurrection
and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die
like everyone else, will live again. They are given eternal
life for believing in me and will never perish.”{4}

Cherish your friends. In the aftermath of 9/11, many
friendships were deepened as people linked with each other for
encouragement, solace and support.

Understand and love your enemies and intellectual adversaries.
Support national defense, but learning about state enemies can
help communication with moderates who share some of their
convictions. Getting to know neighbors or associates with whom
you differ politically, philosophically or spiritually can
help build bridges that foster civility in public discourse.
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Leftist Jewish Journalist
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Survives Evangelical Beat

Quiz: What do you get when you take one leftist Jewish
journalist, assign him to the evangelical Christian beat for
major newspapers on both US coasts, sprinkle in some fiery
sermons and politically conservative speeches, mix thoroughly,
and bake with the heat of fiercely contested national
elections?

Note: This is not a joke.

Sound like a recipe for nitroglycerin shortcake? Maybe you'd
expect mutual animosity: “Those wacko God-squaders are at it
again, imposing their beliefs and politics on the rest of us
sane people.” “He’'s just another example of the biased secular
humanist liberal media that’s ruining America.”

Yet this cake hides no explosives. The leftist Jewish
journalist made a significant discovery on the road to meeting
deadlines, one he feels can instruct his colleagues and us
all.

He says to effectively cover the strange tribe to which he was
assigned, it helps to know its members as neighbors and
friends. His lesson has affected his writing in ways that have
conservative evangelicals commending him for fairness and that
provide useful illustrations for managing today’s turbulent
culture wars.

A Jew Among the Evangelicals

Mark Pinsky’s new book, A Jew Among the Evangelicals: A Guide
for the Perplexed (Westminster John Knox), tells how this
“nice Jewish boy from Jersey” ended up attending church “more
often than many Christians” and sometimes more often than he
attends his own synagogue. During his ten years covering
religion for the Los Angeles Times, he focused on leaders of
major evangelical ministries and had little connection with
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local grassroots evangelicals.

When he moved to Florida in 1995 to write for the Orlando
Sentinel, they were everywhere: In the neighborhood, at kids
sporting events, birthday parties, PTA meetings, Scouts, “I
encountered evangelicals simply as people, rather than as
subjects or sources of quotes for my stories.”

Still a committed Jew, Pinsky found they were neither
monolithic nor, as The Washington Post once claimed, “"poor,
uneducated and easy to command.” They displayed surprising
diversity on a range of issues including the Iraq war,
environmentalism, tax policy, women 1in leadership, and
immigration.

The Readable Radical

Disclaimer: Pinsky, whom I've known since our university days,
is a personal friend, so I'm biased. But I’'ve also observed a
curious development here that merits wider consideration. His
Duke Chronicle column was entitled “The Readable Radical” and
he was at the vanguard of late-1960s campus leftist causes. I
didn’'t always agree with his politics, but I admired his
concerns about justice, hypocrisy and the disenfranchised.

He still votes with the Democratic left, but he also
understands the Christian subculture he covers better than
many of its members. Mutual respect characterizes his
relations with its leaders.

Pinsky is not without good natured humor as he highlights
evangelical quirks. Example: the Orlando golf club that hyped
its Easter sunrise service and “Easter Egg Scramble” golf
tournament. And, perhaps-not-so-tongue-in-cheek, he admits he
especially likes about evangelical Christians that “if you are
sorry, they have to forgive you.” He knows their boss said,
“When you are praying, first forgive anyone you are holding a
grudge against{l}.



Lessons for Life in the Larger World

His book draws lessons from his peculiar and unlikely journey
for life in the larger world. His stories of “how people just
like you wrestle with feelings, values, and beliefs that touch
the core of their beings” provide “a glimpse of someone
learning to understand and get along with folks whose
convictions differ from his own.”

Get to know your intellectual and philosophical adversaries,
he recommends. Take them to lunch. Ratchet down the rhetoric.
Maybe connection can produce understanding and civility can
grow into bridgebuilding.

Not bad advice in a world too-often filled with brickbats and
name calling.

Note
1. Mark 11:25 New Living Translation.
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Why Radical Muslims Hate You
(Short op-ed piece)

If you are a Westerner, an American, a non-Muslim, or a Muslim
of a different stripe than they, then some radical Muslims
hate you.

Why? The complex answer involves history, culture, politics,
religion and psychology. Of course, many-some would say
most—Muslims are peace loving and deplore terrorism. Islam 1is
quite diverse. Extremist Muslims do not represent all Muslims
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any more than white supremacists represent all Christians. Not
all “radical” Muslims are violent or hateful. But
understanding extremist Muslim hatred is essential to
interpreting our post-9/11 world.

Osama Bin Ladin calls on Muslims to “obey God’'s command to
kill the Americans and plunder their possessions..to kill
Americans and their allies, both civil and military...” He and
his sympathizers want to eliminate Western influence and
restore their version of Islam to the world.

Would you believe that dancing in American churches helped
fuel some radical Muslim anger today? Princeton Near East
scholar Bernard Lewis illustrates.

In 1948, Sayyid Qutb visited the United States for Egypt’s
Ministry of Education. His stay left him shocked with what he
perceived as moral degeneracy and sexual promiscuity.

He wrote that even American religion was tainted by
materialism and consumerism. Churches marketed their services
to the public like merchants and entertainers. Success, big
numbers, “fun” and having “a good time” seemed crucial to
American churches.

He especially deplored clergy-sanctioned dances at church
recreation halls. When the ministers lowered the lights, the
dances became hot. Qutb’s PG description: “The dance 1is
inflamed by the notes of the gramophone..the dance-hall becomes
a whirl of heels and thighs, arms enfold hips, lips and
breasts meet, and the air is full of lust.” He cited the
famous Kinsey Reports as evidence of American sexual
debauchery.

Qutb, who was dark skinned, also experienced racism 1in
America. Back in Egypt, Qutb joined the Muslim Brothers
organization. Imprisonment and torture made his writings more
militant. Qutb became what Georgetown University religion and
international affairs professor John Esposito calls “the



architect of radical Islam.”

Some Muslim Brotherhood groups, offshoots, and alumni are
mainstream and nonviolent. Others have a violent legacy. A
militant offshoot, Islamic Jihad, assassinated Egyptian
president Anwar Sadat. Esposito notes that Abdullah Azzam, a
radicalized former Muslim Brother, significantly influenced
Osama bin Ladin. Former CIA Middle East case officer Robert
Baer observes that a Kuwaiti Muslim Brother, Khalid Sheikh
Muhammad, became a bin Ladin terror chief.

Princeton’s Lewis notes that Sayyid Qutb’s denunciation of
American moral character became incorporated into radical
Islamic ideology. For instance, he says Iran’s Ayatollah
Khomeini, in calling the U.S. the “Great Satan,” was being
consistent with the Koranic depiction of Satan not as an
“imperialist” or “exploiter” but as a seducer, “the insidious
tempter who whispers in the hearts of men.”

The founder of the faith I follow, Jesus of Nazareth, told
people to “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute
you.” It is not emotionally easy for me to love Osama bin
Ladin or to pray for him. I have to ask God for strength for
that.

Certainly bin Ladin’s hatred of me and my compatriots—flawed
though we may be—-does not justify his campaign of terror. His
campaign rightly prompts national vigilance, a proverbial cost
of freedom. But as we keep the powder dry, might it also be
appropriate to individually reflect on the character that
seems so offensive to him and his colleagues?
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