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“Jesus’ Priority: What Matters Most?”

Rob Bell is a well-known author, preacher, and leader of the Emergent Church movement.  Pastor of the 10,000 member Mars Hill Church in Michigan, he’s sparked a furor and debate with his newest book titled “Love Wins: A Book About Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every Person Who Ever Lived”.  

I’ll admit up front that I haven’t read the book.  It just came out last Tuesday and is already sold out on Amazon.  But it’s my understanding that in the book-and plenty of people have commented on the book, and not only bloggers but columnists in the Huffington Post, New York Times, and Washington Post.  In the book Bell questions whether there really is a hell and whether God might actually save all people.

In his rather provocative video trailer for the book, which I posted on our blog, Rob begins by telling a story about an art show held at his church.  One of the paintings contained a quote from Ghandi, a quote which compelled someone to post a note to the painting that said: Reality check: he’s in hell.”  Really, Rob asks in the video.  Ghandi’s in hell?  He is? And someone knows this for certain? And felt the need for the rest of us to know?”

Rob then goes on to ask, “Will only a select few people make it into heaven, and will billions and billions of people burn forever in hell?  And if so, how do you become one of the select few?  Is it what you believe, or what you say or who you know?  Or is it something that happens in your heart?  Do you need to be initiated, or baptized or take a class or be converted or be born again?

How does one become one these few?” he asks.

Rob’s questions have ignited a firestorm of controversy.  Having once been a darling, young, up and coming preacher of the evangelical/emerging church movement, many people in that movement are now shunning him, accusing of being a heretic and a wolf in sheep’s clothing for daring to ask such questions.  

From what I can tell, there are many reasons people are shunning him.  But I think one of the main reasons people are shunning him is because he has touched on something fundamentalist Christians hold dear, and it is this: that Christianity is more than subscribing to a list of fundamentals.  Mainline Protestants have long known this, but for fundamentalist Christians; this strikes a nerve.  Rob dares to suggest in his book that being a Christian hinges upon more than believing the right way; being a Christian is also about following in the way of Jesus.

Now, bear with me here, because some of this stuff I’m still working out in my own head.

For the last century or so, there has been a subtle but profound shift from having faith in Jesus to having beliefs about Jesus.  Way back in 1922, Harry Emerson Fosdick, a well-known preacher and critic of the emerging fundamentalist movement, said:  “What can you do with folks like this who, in the face of colossal issues, play with the tiddlywinks and peccadilloes of religion?”.  The new fundamentalists Fosdick spoke about claimed that in order to be a Christian one had to subscribe to a list of 5 fundamentals.    They were:

· The inerrancy of the Bible 
· The authenticity of Christ’s miracles.

· The Virgin Birth of Christ 

· The bodily resurrection of Christ 
· The substitutionary atonement of Christ on the cross
While the immediate effect of Fosdick’s outspokenness caused him to lose his job, eventually the Presbyterian Church declared that such belief in the five fundamentals was not necessary to call oneself a Christian.  

But the fundamentalist movement took hold.  Mega churches pack in people, including Bell’s church.  But now Bell is saying that perhaps the Church has put too much emphasis on “right beliefs” and not enough on faith.  Because what we see happening now in fundamentalist circles is that a person’s orthodoxy, that is to say a person’s relationship with God, is tested on the nature of what one believes about God or Jesus, rather than how faithful one is in following in Jesus.

What we see are the likes of Joyce Meyer or Joel Osteen preaching a prosperity gospel that claims God wants you to be rich, while ignoring Jesus’ plees to give away our wealth to support the poor.  

But now you have Bell, who is messing with a successful business model of doing church.  Denying hell’s existence, which Bell apparently does in his book, has left some fundamentalist Christians wondering, “What’s the point? Why be a Christian?  If I’m not going to be rewarded with heaven, what’s the point?”
What Bell dares to suggest, which mainline Protestants have long known, is that Jesus’ life and teaching amount to more than a Get Out of Hell Free card.  Presbyterians have long struggled with the idea that God cannot be reduced to a simple formula, nor can the way of God revealed in the life of Jesus be reduced to a simple formula.

It’s something we struggle with because we’re faithful, not because we’re unfaithful.  And it’s something Nicodemus struggled with in his tortured, convoluted dialogue with Jesus.

The Judaism of Nicodemus’ tradition scrupulously observed 613 laws and commandments.  Everything from having to give cereal offerings for these sins, to the sacrifice of a dove for those, to instructions on what kind of meat you could eat and how many sets of dishes were needed, to who had responsibility for a widow in the family and which brother was required to marry her, and strict laws on how the Sabbath was to be kept.  

Now Nicodemus, a leader of the Pharisees, a well respected group known for their wisdom, hears about Jesus, a young rabbi on the fringe of society, and comes to him out of curiosity to learn about this new type of Judaism he’s preaching, and can’t believe how simple it is.  Instead of 613 laws and commandments to subscribe, Jesus preaches two: love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind, and love your neighbor as yourself.  Jesus is preaching a way of life, not a set of rules.

It is so different from what Nicodemus has always believed, that he walks away confused.  How can one come out of their mother’s womb again, he asks?

Poor Nicodemus, he’s a fundamentalist.  He doesn’t get the subtle nuance of Jesus’ speech.    He doesn’t understand that Jesus is all about letting go of old truths, old definitions, old traditions, and old theological certainties.  Nicodemus, like countless people after him, is looking for a spiritual rule book, a kind of “Christianity for Dummies”, which contains the logical steps that lead to spiritual completion.  Nicodemus, like so many people today, is looking for a simple answer: do this, believe this, subscribe to this.

The problem is, life is messy, sometimes it throws you a curve ball that makes you question old assumptions, and issues aren’t always black and white.

In many ways I wish I could tell you that the life of faith can be boiled down to five fundamentals, because that would be easy.  And in many ways I wish I could tell you that the matter of who is saved and who is not and who is going to heaven and who is going to hell is as simple as some people would want to make it, but I can’t tell you that, because I’m not that certain.  

But I do believe that what matters most to Jesus is not believing the right things about him, but believing and following those two commandments he said were the greatest: and that is to love God with all our heart, soul and mind, and love our neighbor as ourselves.

I believe this is what matters most, because Jesus said this is what matters most.

And so for me the question isn’t, are you saved, but if you think you are, what do you do now?

Because I don’t believe that God came to us in the form of Jesus Christ to simply show us the path to heaven.  I do believe that God came to us as Jesus Christ to share our joy and sorrow.  I do believe that Christ proclaimed God’s love, healed the sick, and was a friend of sinners.  And I do believe that God expects the same from those of us who consider ourselves “saved”.  Salvation means leading the new life we have received from Christ.  In Christ God reconciled the world to himself, but the work of reconciliation-of salvation-is ours to carry out.

The church is the embodied life of Christ whose existence should bear witness to Christ by voice and deed.   If we think we’re saved, our lives should reflect it.  We should be willing to pass the peace, feed those who hunger, clothe the naked, heal the sick, live as a friend among sinners, work for God’s justice, and forgive those who trespass against us.

According to the book of John, after the crucifixion, when Jesus’ body was taken down from the cross, Nicodemus came with his myrrh and aloes, and he and the disciples wrapped Jesus body in linen cloths as was the Jewish custom. When so many had fled, when the entire world was against Jesus, Nicodemus stuck his neck out on Jesus’ behalf. Scholars are divided on whether Nicodemus was a believer. But does it really matter if he was or wasn’t?  Because when the chips were down, it was Nicodemus who was there.

Are you saved?  And if you think you are, what are you going to do now?  Because that’s what really matters.

Amen.
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