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Introduction
A few years ago, my wife and I were visiting Joseph 

Girzone, author of the famous Joshua novels, at his home 
above the town of Altamont, New York. One night Joe 
showed me a copy of the letter he had recently written to 
all the Catholic bishops in the United States. It was a simple 
plea for them to instruct their priests to talk about Jesus from 
their pulpits.

I do not remember the exact language, but this is the 
gist of the message: We have many problems in our Church, 
some of our own making and some owing to the diffi culty 
of the times. But every problem could be transcended if 
people only heard about Jesus and learned to follow him in 
their daily lives. 

Now, after twenty centuries of the Church’s being in the 
world, it is time to lay aside all our quarrels about dogmas 
and liturgies in order to concentrate on the one gift we have 
to offer people. That gift is the story of Jesus. It is not a 
complicated story, though we have made it complicated. It 
is a simple story of a man who came from God’s own heart 
to save us from our foolishness. What a difference it would 
make in the whole world if every ordained servant of God 
were asked to tell that story, and no other, to the people who 
are so hungry to hear it.

What a difference indeed! And what an even bigger 
difference it would make if we all did it, Protestants as well as 
Catholics. We have made everything so complicated, haven’t 
we? We have turned our religion into a maze of doctrines 
and prejudices, symbols and methodologies, promotional 
strategies and bureaucracies, to the point where the average 
nonchurchgoer regards us at best with indifference or at 
worst with contempt. The idea that Jesus is Lord is so foreign 
to our thought and practice that many Christians now 
regard it as an out-and-out heresy, or at least as something 
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2    If Christians Were Really Christian

espoused by lower-class sectarians and occasional mis guided 
enthusiasts.

But something big is happening to our world. Our 
conversion to computer technology is no less dramatic and 
earth-changing than the discovery of the printing press fi ve 
centuries ago. The way we do almost everything is rapidly 
altering—including the way we do church and theology. 
There may not be much future for Christianity as we have 
practiced it in the last fi ve hundred years. Many leaders are 
worried, and speak nervously of “the loss of belief” and “an 
eclipse of faith.” 

It is time we Christians returned to our Lord and Savior.
One biblical text especially suited to our age is Matthew 

14:22–33, which tells the story of the disciples of Jesus caught 
at night in a ferocious storm on the sea. The wind howled 
and the waves crashed against their little boat. They were so 
completely desperate that when the Master approached they 
thought they were seeing a ghost. 

They were, in a sense, for it was the Jesus of the 
Resurrection, the Christ of Ultimate Power. “Don’t be afraid,” 
he told them, “it is I.” 

 “It is I”—the very words, in the Greek version of the Old 
Testament known as the Septuagint, that God had used to 
answer Moses when Moses asked God to name himself. Here 
was the Lord of Lords, the risen Christ himself, coming in the 
midst of the storm to save them. When he joined them in the 
boat, the wind stopped at once and the sea became calm.

This is not a miracle story, inserted in the gospel to assuage 
our appetite for wonders. It is a picture of Christ’s followers 
in every age, when things become hard and insurmountable 
for them. All they must do to be rescued is recognize the 
Spirit in their midst, the One who is always there to dispel 
the winds and waves that are battering them. All we must 
do is see him, as the disciples did, and the problems facing 
the Church today will vanish.

How does the little chorus go?

Turn your eyes upon Jesus,
look full in his wonderful face,
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and the things of earth
will grow strangely dim
in the light of his glory and grace.1 

But we have forgotten to do it, haven’t we? For whatever 
reason, we have lost touch with the Master. And what we 
have left is an empty shell of a religion, one suggested by his 
teachings but frequently devoid of his glory and grace.

How often do we remark, when we see Christians 
behaving in an unbecoming manner or churches failing to 
respond to the needs of the world, “If Christians were really 
Christian!”? 

The implication of the question is clear. We have known 
Christ and his power in the past. We have studied his 
teachings and understand what we ought to be doing with 
our lives. But somehow we have lost touch and no longer 
behave as if the things we know are true. 

Now, early in this millennium, the winds are howling 
and the waves have reached gigantic proportions. It is time 
to see Jesus again, and to rethink his claim on our lives. 
Now, with the world immersed in a new paganism and the 
church fl oundering for its very existence, it is time. We must 
reclaim Jesus as Lord and Savior of our whole existence, and 
rededicate our lives to him with a sincerity and a passion 
that will completely revitalize the Christian movement in 
our age.

Who knows, dear reader, you may be the one God is 
trying to reach. You yourself may be the beginning of a 
spiritual revolution in the third millennium. Or several of us 
may. If Christians are really Christian, anything can happen. 
For then, starting the revolution really isn’t up to us, but the 
power of God. And the power of God can do anything. God 
has no limits. 

It is an exciting prospect!
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1

If Christians Were 
Really Christian

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 
kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of 
my Father in heaven.”—Matthew 7:21

Jesus knew the score long before Calvary, didn’t he? 
He understood that many people would masquerade 

as his followers who have no intention at all of doing his 
Father’s will. He was on to the fair-weather followers, those 
who would claim to be his disciples because it is fashionable, 
or because some of their friends are disciples, or because their 
families go to church, or because of some other motivation 
that doesn’t reach deeply into their souls or hold like a burr 
when the winds of adversity blow.

They are the ones who shout “Hosannah” on Sunday 
when all the crowds are shouting “Hosannah,” then turn 
around and cry “Crucify him!” on Friday when that has 
become the fl avor of the day.

You’ve probably run into some of them. I certainly have.
I remember Thanksgiving morning in Los Angeles a few 

years ago. We had had a wonderful worship service in the 
mid-Wilshire area, with crowds of people, fl ags and banners 
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in the procession, and glorious music. Mayor Tom Bradley 
was there, sitting on the front pew. And afterwards some of 
us stood around in the courtyard basking in the afterglow, 
when a thin, shabbily dressed, unshaven man approached 
hesitantly from the direction of the park across the street and 
asked if we had any food. He looked awful. He had dried 
blood on his face and clothing. He wasn’t wearing any shoes; 
his feet were wrapped in plastic bags. 

“I have AIDS,” he announced.
He lost his job when he fi rst got sick, and his parents 

wouldn’t let him come home. He hadn’t had a meal in days. 
Someone had beaten him up in the park the night before and 
stolen his shoes.

We didn’t have any food, but we did have some coffee. 
I went inside the church to get him a cup, and half-fi lled it 
with sugar and cream to provide some nourishment. While 
the coffee was heating, I telephoned an AIDS shelter, where 
I got the promise of a bed and was told there would be a hot 
meal waiting for him.

While I was gone, he noticed a lacquered amulet my wife 
was wearing as a necklace. “That’s beautiful,” he said. “May 
I touch it?”

Emboldened when she said yes, he not only held and 
admired it but said he hadn’t been hugged or kissed in a 
long time. Would my wife give him a hug? She did, and a 
kiss as well.

He cried, and so did she.
Later, when we had put the man in a taxi and sent him to 

the shelter, we drove home, thinking how different the day 
now felt from earlier. It wasn’t the same kind of Thanksgiving 
Day we had been experiencing before. 

The phone was ringing as we entered our house. One of 
the ladies of our congregation spoke to my wife. One of the 
important ladies. 

“I saw what you did, hugging that awful man,” she 
announced. “Such behavior was a disgrace to your husband 
and to our church. I want you to know I intend to call several 
people and tell them about it.”
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We couldn’t believe it! That poor, lonely man—and her 
shrill, self-righteous indignation!

Not everyone who says “Lord, Lord!”
What does it mean to be a Christian? The simple answer 

is that it means to be a follower of Christ. But being a follower 
of Christ isn’t that easy, is it? To be a follower of Christ, you 
really have to know who Christ was and what his ministry 
was about. You can’t just have your name on a church roll. 
You have to understand something of what is involved.

Who was Christ? He was a godly, spiritual man who 
identifi ed fi rst, last, and always with the poor, the helpless, 
and the outcasts of society. He made his home with the 
marginalized persons of the community. He had a deep and 
abiding concern for forgiveness and healing and wholeness—
for the restoration of the broken, segregated, and divorced 
people of society as acceptable and functional parts of the 
total social organism.

Christ would have cared about the man with the AIDS 
virus.

He always rejected hypocrisy in all its forms, including 
religious hypocrisy—especially religious hypocrisy. He didn’t 
believe in long prayers in public places or silly rules about 
ceremonial cleanliness or penalizing people because they 
happened to be foreigners or tax collectors or women. By 
far the most stringent collection of his sayings is a group 
of “woes” he uttered against the Pharisees, the pillars of 
religious respectability in his day.

Judging by all that, he surely wouldn’t be comfortable in 
many churches and synagogues today.

Christ lived simply and unpretentiously, rejecting all 
forms of acquisitiveness and materialism, and went about 
the countryside as a genteel beggar, receiving gifts of food 
and lodging wherever he found them or fasting and sleeping 
out of doors when he didn’t fi nd them. Apparently he had 
little use for the temple, which was the pride and joy of the 
religious folks of his day, because he did not feel the spirit 
of God in the place. To him, the world itself was an arena of 
hospitality in which to meet the living God, for it was fi lled 
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with birds and fl owers and everything one needed to sense 
the presence of a gracious deity.

Christ never seemed overly concerned about doctrine, 
as if it were an excrescence of something slightly less than 
spiritual, but instead talked of love and peace and prayer. 
In the end, he proved himself so committed to his heavenly 
Father and his earthly brothers and sisters that he did not 
fl inch from his stand in their behalf even when it meant facing 
a painful death. He died as he had lived, loving and forgiving 
outcasts, accepting his natural enemies, and behaving with 
composure under the severest pressures.

Isn’t it true, given the nature of this extraordinary man, 
that following him requires a great deal of sincerity and 
intentionality? Merely being baptized by a church and 
attending religious services, however often or fervently, 
doesn’t really constitute the Christian life. Neither does 
teaching a Sunday school class or being a member of the 
board of deacons. Neither does being president of the 
women’s association. Nor does going to seminary and being 
ordained as a minister and getting up and leading worship 
services. None of these things constitute the true Christian 
life.

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter the 
kingdom of heaven.

It takes something else, doesn’t it? Being a Christian 
doesn’t mean having a kind of club membership to brandish 
about as if it were a right or a possession. It means something 
much deeper, subtler, and more demanding. It has to do with 
having the Master’s spirit in us, with living daily in such a 
way that his spirit challenges us, chastens us, directs our 
wills, and molds us into persons always becoming something 
new and different.

It helps to read the Bible and other things that encourage 
us to refl ect on our lives and how they are lived. But we 
cannot become Christians by memorizing a manual of some 
sort and then organizing our lives along legalistic lines, 
as some people have tried to do. Christ was anything but 
legalistic.
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For many years, I have been haunted by a story I heard 
from Daniel T. Niles, the cherubic Methodist evangelist from 
Sri Lanka, when he spoke once at Princeton University. It 
was about Dr. Robert Mackie, the moderator of the Church 
of Scotland and an offi cial of the World Council of Churches. 
Following World War II, the World Council sent Dr. Mackie 
on a mission, along with two Plymouth Brethren ministers, to 
visit the villages and cities of Greece to see how the Council’s 
aid money was being spent there. At one extremely remote 
village, which they entered in a Jeep because the roads were 
virtually impassable, they called on a priest of the Orthodox 
faith. Overjoyed to welcome these clerical brothers from the 
larger world, the priest attempted to show his hospitality 
by offering them some Havana cigars a parishioner had 
provided for him. Dr. Mackie took one, bit off the end, lit it, 
puffed a moment, and commented on its delectable fl avor 
and aroma. The two Plymouth Brethren were horrifi ed. “No, 
thank you,” they said, “we don’t smoke.”

Realizing he had offended two of his visitors, the priest 
was anxious to make amends. Scurrying down to his cellar, 
he returned with a bottle of his best wine. Dr. Mackie took a 
glass, sniffed its delightful bouquet, quaffed the fi rst glassful, 
and asked if he might have another. The two Plymouth 
Brethren ministers were more shocked than ever. “No, thank 
you,” they said with obvious offense, “we don’t drink.”

Later, as the three ministers were bouncing back up the 
road in the Jeep, the two Plymouth Brethren turned on Dr. 
Mackie with a vengeance. “Dr. Mackie,” they said, “do you 
mean to tell us that you are the moderator of the Church of 
Scotland and an offi cial of the World Council of Churches 
and you both smoke and drink?”

Dr. Mackie had had as much as he could bear. His face 
grew visibly red, as if he would explode. “No, dammit, I 
don’t,” he said. “But somebody had to be a Christian!”

I suspect that, as a rule, he was not a cursing man either; 
but something about the situation called for that kind of 
emphasis.
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The point, which I have been thinking about for years, 
is that Christianity is not a matter of rules and regulations, 
of doctrines and dogmas, or of traditions and prohibitions. 
Christianity is a matter of the spirit of Jesus living in our 
spirits, so that we become as simple and loving and faithful 
and God-oriented as he was.

We won’t always succeed.
Maybe Christ didn’t either. He may have experienced 

times when he was less himself than others.
But like him, we will always be committed to walking 

in the Godward way, to struggling to fi nd the right path, to 
doing the caring and appropriate thing, at whatever cost to 
ourselves and our self-images and reputations.

We live in an extraordinarily diffi cult time, when moun-
tains appear to be collapsing and seas rising and rivers 
fl owing back wards. As at the end of the time of the Roman 
Empire, when the barbarians were pounding at the gates and 
a way of life was doomed; as at the end of the Middle Ages, 
when the discovery of the printing press and the breakdown 
of the old feudal system and the coming of a new age of 
exploration and trading was upon the nations of Western 
Europe; as at the time of the Industrial Revolution, when 
villages began to die and modern cities were born, and science 
began to displace religion as the darling of the human mind; 
so now, with the advent of motorized travel and television 
and the computer and the displacement of a former way of 
culture, we live at a moment in history of great upheaval, 
a cataclysm of all knowledge and behavior, so that human 
existence will henceforth be different from what it has been. 
Education will be different. Social structures will be different. 
Economics will be different. Churches will be different.

It isn’t any wonder that people and institutions are fl oun-
dering, unable to fi nd solid ground on which to construct a 
future.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful, in such a time of change 
and realignment, of desperation and opportunity, if all 
the Christians in the world would really begin to live as 
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Christians? How many of us are there now—a billion? Two 
billion? I have read the statistic that one-third of the people 
in the world claim to be followers of Christ.

“Lord, Lord.”
What if Christians meant it? What if all the Christians 

were really Christians? If every other person in the world 
really acted like a Christian, wouldn’t that be something? 
Just imagine!

There would be enough of us to love everybody else in the 
world. If a third of the people in the world are Christians, 
we could do it. Each one of us could claim two of the others, 
and, putting our arms around them, begin to overcome all 
the loneliness and alienation and hurt and injustice in the 
entire globe. That would be pleasing to Christ, wouldn’t it? 
Everyone could fi nd someone else to love and just pour it 
on until we have overcome all the differences and prejudices 
and misunderstandings and quarrels that are dividing the 
world into millions of factions right now.

Think about it!
We would have enough among us to share with every man, 

woman, and child on the planet, so the world would have no more 
hunger, no more poverty, no more lack of housing or education or 
medical care or technology anywhere on the entire globe. Christ 
would like that, wouldn’t he? I mean, he talked about that 
kind of sharing all the time. He wanted his followers to give 
their surplus property to the poor. I know it’s radical, but it’s 
what he wanted. 

That’s why I have always so greatly admired Toyohiko 
Kagawa, the great Japanese Christian, because he took 
seriously what Christ wanted. He took it so seriously that he 
rented a room in Shinkawe, in the worst slum of the industrial 
city of Kobe, Japan, and lived there with poor, sick, and dying 
people he brought home with him from the streets. He was 
always giving them his clothes and catching their diseases 
and nursing them when no one else would care for them. He 
wasn’t playing at saying “Lord, Lord.” He really meant it.

By contrast, I think of the eminent ministers and theo-
logians I have studied and worked with over the years—at 
Harvard and Princeton and Chicago, in New York and Los 
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Angeles and Nashville and Birmingham—and I have never 
known any to do anything like that. Most of us Christians 
have made our contributions by check or credit card, without 
putting ourselves in the way of harm or inconvenience. Out 
of our plenty we have shared a modicum—a sop to our 
consciences—never enough to jeopardize our comfort or our 
retirement plans.

It makes me ashamed even to think about it.
“Lord, Lord.”
If we really meant it when we called Christ “Lord” and 

loved everyone and shared what we have with them, the 
whole world would soon be fi lled with a sense of the presence 
of God, wouldn’t it? Our hearts would be lifted up all the 
time, and our mouths would be fi lled with songs of praise. 
The kingdom of God would really be here on earth, and 
everybody would know it. 

Talk about ultimate evangelism! Nobody could miss the 
truth that God is love and Christ is God’s Son.

A friend of mine once dreamed that he had died and gone 
to heaven. He was reunited with his mother and father and 
with many friends who had gone ahead of him. They lived in 
a beautiful neighborhood, not unlike some of the pleasanter 
neighborhoods he had seen on earth. As they walked down 
the street together, my friend said he saw a great light over 
one part of the city and felt an unusual peace and tranquility 
in the air there. It appeared to be coming from a tremendous 
building with a great dome over it. He asked his mother and 
father and friends about it, and they said, “Oh, that is God 
over there. God is visiting with souls under the dome, and 
that is why you feel the way you do.”

If Christians were really Christians—if we all loved one 
another and shared everything we have as Christ wanted us 
to—then everywhere would feel that way to us, wouldn’t it? 
We would sense the presence of God wherever we go in the 
world, and we would fi nd peace and tranquility in the very 
air we breathe.

Oh, I know it won’t really happen. I’m not foolish. But 
think of it this way. How many real Christians were there in 
Jesus’ own day? A dozen? A few hundred, even? And look 
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what they did. They had such a terrifi c impact on the culture 
of their times that they’ve been accused of turning the world 
upside down.

Think about what would happen in our world today 
if a few thousand of us got serious about following Christ 
and really committed ourselves to his way with our whole 
hearts and all our possessions. Only a few thousand out of 
the millions and millions. Wouldn’t God bless our efforts? 
Wouldn’t it change the face of our culture and the history of 
the world if we stopped merely saying “Lord, Lord,” and 
began to live the way Jesus lived?

Not censuring the world or citing doctrines or trying to 
prop up old traditions.

But loving and sharing and healing and dying.
It would make a tremendous difference, wouldn’t it?
 And it would never stop making a difference. What we 

did would go on and on and on for eternity.
If Christians would really become Christians!
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