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My sister lives in Texas. The other day I asked her about seminarian and senate candidate James Talarico. I mentioned how the pushback he is receiving does not seem to be about his qualifications as a candidate (on which I will not comment here), but rather about his qualifications as a Christian. She said, “He is sharing a version of Christianity that people here have never heard before.” Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. Things like loving our neighbor, welcoming the stranger, caring for the poor, healing the sick, celebrating diversity, and fighting for justice and peace even to the point of loving our enemies have not only been central to my understanding of Christianity for my entire life, they have been foundational parts of Christian thought and teaching for more than 2000 years (and to Jewish thought and teaching for long before that). Beliefs such as the idea that the God of Christianity, Judaism and Islam is the same God, that people can approach that God through many spiritual paths, that Jesus was less concerned about what happens after we die than how we live right now, and that a respect for science, acceptance of mystery and a bit of gray are important for the development of a mature faith may in the eyes of some Dallas preachers disqualify me as a Christian. To them, I would quote the recent words of the Pope to Franklin Graham, “You think that you speak for everyone. You don't.”

Like Talarico, I was once a seminarian filled with a passion to share the Jesus-centered gospel that filled my heart. In the forty-one years since then, I have sought to do that by teaching, preaching, speaking in the public square, and modeling what I was trying to say. Yet, people somehow haven't gotten the message. We do a good job preaching to the choir and speaking to ourselves. Many out there have never heard of a version of Christianity where Good News is actually good news. They have never experienced a version of Church where they are welcomed and celebrated just as they are. 

I like to think that St. Luke's is well known in the local community. Yet at a wedding last Saturday, the film festival on Monday, and the blessing of animals the week before I again met people who were genuinely surprised by our welcome, our joy, and our way of expressing and living out our faith.  They were intrigued by our combination of ancient worship and modern thought – not Catholic-light but Catholic infused with democracy. They honored our respect for reason and individual decision making and the idea that our actions were grounded in the goal of bringing about the Kingdom Jesus proclaimed. They loved the idea that love was love and that all sacraments were open to all people.

If you asked people on the street, many might agree with the words of Gandhi who said "I like your Christ, but I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ." It doesn't have to be that way. People are longing for a version of Christianity that he – and others – have never seen. It's our task to show them what that looks like.
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