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Lillian Daniel

  first heard about Will Willimon the way I heard about the 
best punk rock bands, back in the days when I played the 

bass in one—through bootleg tapes. Three years after breaking 
up a band called Geek so I could attend Yale Divinity School, I 
was suddenly ordained and preaching in Cheshire, Connecticut. 
How had I ended up in the pristine suburbs, playing pastor, in a 
parsonage next door to the New England church when all my cool 
friends from grad school were still getting their noses pierced with 
impunity? 

To add insult to injury, my new congregants, many of them 
educated professionals, expected me to bring, from my own 
master’s degree, my “best practices” in two areas: fundraising 
and church growth. Unfortunately, I didn’t recall covering either 
subject in school. Their third expectation was so obvious to them 
that it didn’t bear stating, but once again, it had not been anywhere 
near the top of the list of required subjects in seminary. They also 
expected me to be an excellent preacher who would connect their 
lives to Scripture. While we had covered the importance of the 
preaching task in school, when I look back, what we were really 
being trained to do was deliver lively lectures, which today I would 
say is an oxymoron. So in those early days of ministry, in the midst 
of the growing knowledge of my own incompetence, I began to do 
what my master’s degree had trained me to do—feverish research 
and skim reading. 

It was then that I discovered the voice of Will Willimon, when a 
clergy friend slipped me a copied tape of sermons that I would later 
purchase honestly myself for full price, not because I was that good 
but because they were that good. Up until then, recorded sermons 
seemed to be the purview of televangelists and celebrity preachers 
whose ministry challenges concerned broadcasting in Russia rather 
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than, say, keeping the attention of a dwindling confirmation class. 
Will’s call to preach to resident aliens gave me much more purpose 
than the preacher who was hawking his own purpose driven life. 

It was Willimon’s voice that did it for me, with an accent like my 
South Carolina relatives, the intellect of my Connecticut professors, 
and the courage of a prophet in exile in Babylon. Listening to him 
take apart a parable was like standing next to a famous chef dicing 
up an onion, where the smell both makes you hungry and then 
makes you cry. When I heard his sermon “No Way to Run A Farm” 
I was two years ordained, but in that moment it was as if I was newly 
called. 

And later, after discovering what a prolific author he was, I 
was so relieved to discover that he brought no jargon into the 
writing task. I heard and felt his spoken preaching voice in the 
words on the page, crisp to the ear, blunt and often hilarious. 
Long before we had met, he had become for me a role model for 
authenticity in the church, back in the days before “authenticity” 
was simply a buzzword for oversharing and self-promotion. His 
authenticity was that of the respectful polemicist. Not only was he 
unafraid of an argument, he also made you feel worthy because 
he was taking the time to argue with you. I wanted to write like 
that one day. 

In 2013, I wrote a book called When “Spiritual But Not Religious” 
Is Not Enough: Seeing God in Surprising Places, Even the Church, which 
ignited a conversation across Catholic talk radio, PBS, the Christian 
Science Monitor, Christianity Today, and the New York Times. The 
chum I threw into the water attracted all kinds of sharks who either 
applauded or condemned me for saying this:

Being privately spiritual but not religious just doesn’t 
interest me. There is nothing challenging about having 
deep thoughts all by oneself. What is interesting is doing 
this work in community, where other people might call you 
on stuff, or heaven forbid, disagree with you. Where life 
with God gets rich and provocative is when you dig deeply 
into a tradition that you did not invent all for yourself. 
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At that time, as today, the church was being divided into 
categories of “liberal” and “conservative,” thus playing out 
American Christianity’s habit of taking the worst practices of the 
political or business world and doing them badly, decades later. So 
people who tracked these sorts of things were surprised to see that 
my book was getting talked about on both “sides,” including those 
who believed my gender barred me from being an actual pastor, 
but who appreciated the point I made in this imagined encounter 
in a chapter entitled “Spiritual But Not Religious? Please Stop 
Boring Me”: 

On airplanes, I dread the conversation with the person 
who finds out I am a minister and wants to use the flight 
time to explain to me that he is “spiritual but not religious.” 
Such a person will always share this as if it is some kind of 
daring insight, unique to him, bold in its rebellion against 
the religious status quo. Next thing you know, he’s telling 
me that he finds God in the sunsets. These people always 
find God in the sunsets.

My written words elicited howls of complaint from mainline 
Protestants who were, like me, on the side of women ministers, 
gay marriage, PBS tote bags, and recycling programs that 
bordered on works righteousness. In other words, these were “my 
people,” and while they confessed to agreeing with what I had 
been thinking about, they called me out for the sin of saying it in 
print, where the unchurched might actually read it. Their logic 
seemed to follow that of many denominational church leaders 
who are convinced that unchurched people, in their spare 
time, thirst for nothing more than to seek out and understand 
internecine theological squabbles. They scolded me by saying, 
“Yes, we all feel that way about the SBNR’s but you can’t tell them 
that!” But what part of the word “them” would Jesus have used 
in such a condescending context? And what part of their tacit 
charm school silence will benefit the many hurting people with 
a God-shaped hole they have not yet diagnosed for themselves? 

Foreword 
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Sometimes the good news comes with a confrontation, or at least 
a little irony.

As a writer and as a preacher, I confess the person next to me 
was a composite “straw man,” and certainly was not a single real 
person. Let’s be honest, on a real airplane, where I might at some 
point need help with my oxygen mask, I would never berate my 
seat mate by saying what I did in the interior monologue: 

Thank you for sharing, spiritual-but-not-religious sunset 
person. You are now comfortably in the norm for self-
centered American culture, right smack in the bland 
majority of people who find ancient religions dull but find 
themselves uniquely fascinating.

Believe it or not, at the time I wrote that, I had never read nor 
heard of the book called The Gospel for the Person Who Has Everything, 
by one of my favorite authors. I had never read the trenchant 
argument that you are about to experience here, that will connect 
you to people who have seen all this before, from Bonhoeffer’s 
“Man of Strength” to Paul Tillich’s “member of the late church,” to 
my own “sunset person,” whom Will Willimon described like this: 

 
Secure, content, competent, reasonably happy and 
fulfilled, such persons of strength go their own way without 
any apparent discomfort at having missed the benefits of 
the Christian faith. . . . What do you say to the person who 
says, through his or her neglect of the faith, “Thanks, but 
I don’t need it”?

I had never read chapter five of the book you now hold in 
your hands, which begins much like my own book began, with our 
author trapped making small talk not in an airplane but at a party 
punch bowl “in the kind of monologue that tempts a minister to 
try to conceal his or her profession when at a party.” Nor had I 
read Willimon’s next words to the reader, where he says, “What 
he said to me at the party was not original or profound. It was 
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more annoying than malicious. You have heard his line before, 
I’m sure.” 

Decades before, I had written about the “Spiritual But Not 
Religious” Willimon was wrestling with the same questions I was, 
and his book, written years ago, now stands up as a classic. Long 
before we were starting to use “SBNR” to describe a group large 
enough in number to deserve their own acronym, Bonhoeffer 
and Tillich and so many others have wondered how to speak 
to the person who thinks she has no need of God. As I read all 
this now, I realize that my questions and complaints are nothing 
new, and that I am no more special or unique as an apologist 
than the person I was sitting next to on the airplane. Nor is the 
controversy new, although each generation experiences that a 
little differently. 

In my own case, I recall some pretty personal attacks, often 
covertly related to gender or age. Since several chapters in the 
book had appeared first in blog posts, a common response was to 
imply that I was a thoughtless poster of rants and screeds, rather 
than a writer who had tested out my material before in multiple 
venues. “Did you even think before you hit send on that? Perhaps 
you should have waited until you were less emotional,” they said, 
and one even asked if it was my “time of the month.” 

Little did they know that every word in my book had been edited 
in the harshest and best way, by the Holy Spirit in conversation 
with real people. I think I learned to do that from Will Willimon, 
whose writing always has a conversational feel, which, as any writer 
knows, is a form of writing that takes an incredible amount of 
work. Different from academic discourse, you can feel the passion 
behind ideas that have actually been debated in coffee shops, 
dive bars, and yes, even in pulpits, like Duke Chapel, where Will 
Willimon preached for so many years as Dean of the Chapel, and 
where he first invited me to preach. That was the first of a number 
of visits to Duke that allowed me to develop my own writing ideas 
in guest sermons that I inflicted upon that unique congregation of 
religious mutts before tucking my tail and returning home to New 
Haven, or Chicago, or now, to my home in Iowa.

Foreword 
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If you know the Duke Chapel, it is more like a cathedral than a 
chapel. Massive in scale and stature, it draws students and a regular 
smaller congregation of members and then a ton of tourists from 
Durham, North Carolina, to Durham, England. Visitors come as 
they do to other monuments and museums of the faith, to hear the 
choir, to see the art and architecture, and some even visit to see if 
God is still speaking, although no one checks for religious inten-
tions at the church door. 

Duke Chapel always struck me as the perfect Petri dish in which 
to try to converse with both the seeking and the ones who don’t 
think they are missing anything. So it was there that I preached a 
word I had tried out and edited over the years, and that sermon 
ended up gelling into the controversial chapter. That Sunday, the 
after-church conversations were the beginning of my hunch that the 
unchurched tourists had much more in common with the people 
in the pews on a regular basis: they all liked being challenged; they 
appreciated irony. But later I would articulate that both groups, my 
own church board members included, were terrified to talk about 
faith in a world that would label them as bigoted or obnoxious, 
and therefore kept silent. It was for these brilliant souls that I wrote 
Tired of Apologizing for a Church I Don’t Belong To, which continues a 
conversation from a sermon I gave at Duke Chapel, in the pulpit 
Will Willimon filled for so many years, where I first tried out some 
provocative ideas in a pulpit that he had first invited me to fill as a 
guest speaker, as a younger preacher and author. 

So when people have told me I should have thought more 
carefully before hitting send, I’ve always been grateful to be able to 
say that not only were my words edited and shaped over the years 
but that they were finally knit together by the Holy Spirit at Duke 
Chapel, where I got the best critical feedback of my preaching life. 

I believe that the fact that I could get that writer’s gold of both 
constructive critique that Sunday at Duke was a result of the culture 
Will’s preaching and writing had created there. It is a culture he 
creates with his reader in books like this one, honoring us with 
points of view we may be baffled or even offended by, because 
he trusts us to be able to withstand a new thought or two. In a 
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world where we are quick to take offense and cut one another off, 
Will continues to hone the art form of the whimsical yet generous 
polemic. Agree or disagree, you will not find yourself saying that 
the observations in this book are not true. In The Gospel for the 
Person Who Has Everything you can tell that he has come by his views 
honestly, as a pastor who loves God, listens to the people around 
him, and then shares the stories with the rest of us.

Lillian Daniel is a preacher, teacher, and writer in Iowa whose most recent 
book is Tired of Apologizing for a Church I Don’t Belong To. 

Foreword 





To the New Edition

ears after writing his momentous Romans the great 
theologian Karl Barth reread his world-famous book. Much 
had happened to Barth in the intervening years since he 

had written Romans in his first, forlorn parish. After reading, Barth 
exclaimed, “Well roared, lion!” I’m not Barth nor is this book 
Romans. Still, I’m happy and honored that my work from long ago 
is being again set before the church. 

Picture a young pastor, a couple of years out of seminary, 
stuck in a congregation by a bishop who said, “Son, do what you 
can, and we promise to rescue you in maybe a year or two.” Two 
years passed without the good folks of Trinity United Methodist 
pledging the budget or fixing the leaking roof. Nevertheless, Duke 
Divinity School somehow thought it wise to invite inexperienced, 
unsuccessful me to teach seminarians. The dean welcomed with, 
“Publish!” So, sitting at our kitchen table, I reworked one of my 
articles from Christianity Today (“Congratulations,” said the CT 
editor, “first timers usually don’t get this much negative mail”), 
strung together five or six of my sermons from Trinity, called it 
“The Gospel for the Person Who Has Everything,” and had my first 
“church book.”

Orson Welles said that a person’s best work is done before 
age thirty-five or after seventy. Though this septuagenarian is not 
feeling too creative at the moment, the continued life of this little 
book may prove Welles half right. After four decades, the work of a 
callow, untested thirty-year-old preacher lives again. I’m pleased to 
see that, before I met Stanley Hauerwas, served Duke Chapel and 
the episcopacy, or wrote eighty other books, even in my youth, I 
wasn’t too shoddy a preacher.

My rereading of The Gospel for the Person Who Has Everything 
surprised me: From the first days I was already working some of the 
themes that characterized four decades of ministry. I’ve changed 



14        The Gospel for the Person Who Has Everything

and grown along the way but not as much as I thought. Though 
kept standing in the wings, Karl Barth was behind many of my 
arguments—and Kierkegaard too. In this book are Barth and 
Bonhoeffer for everybody: grace and law are two sides of the same 
work of the same God, God is so much more interesting than we 
are, and salvation is integrally tied to vocation. Though, I should 
note that Barth would disapprove of my apologetic intent and 
Bonhoeffer would challenge some of my interpretation. The book 
is curiously Wesleyan in its stress on Christ’s summons to service, 
on enacting love on behalf of others in need, and on sanctification 
as being as significant as justification. Christ calls us not to make 
our lives a bit less miserable but rather to enable our lives to count 
as part of his mission in behalf of his beloved in his world. So, 
here’s evangelism the old-fashioned, Wesleyan way rendered into 
contemporary idiom.

Though there are dated references to Oral Roberts, the 
Rev. Moon, and Erich Fromm, I’m impressed by the continued 
relevance of the book’s major concerns. That’s a bit depressing. 
The notion that Christ is among us mainly to meet our self-defined 
needs—that Jesus is a somewhat primitive therapeutic technique 
for solving our problems and soothing our complaints—is a hard 
heresy to defeat. In this book I set out to nix the notion that Jesus is 
here to give you whatever it is you think you must have in addition 
to Jesus. Judging from many of the sermons I hear, and some that 
I preach, my goal for this book, to defeat Pelagianism, isn’t yet 
accomplished.

Just this past week I worshiped in a church where the pastor 
opened the service by plaintively saying, “We are here hurting, 
anxious, and groaning, seeking answers, lamenting amid the 
racism, sexism, ageism, and anthropocentrism.”

Looking around the gathered all-white, upper middle-class 
congregation, I thought they seemed in pretty good shape. A 
congregation of modern, relatively affluent, North American folk 
like us need pastoral encouragement to be even more self-centered 
and self-consumed? Can worship be reduced to a weekly deep dive 
into our innate narcissism?
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Decades before we learned to label our theological pathology 
as moralistic therapeutic deism, this little book, for any of its flaws, 
named it. Perennial is our attempt to turn Paul’s “the gospel of 
God” (Rom. 1:2–4) into a means of getting what we want out of 
God. But the gospel is God’s means of getting what God wants out 
of us.

When Methodists stop talking about God, we enjoy talking 
about ourselves. How is it in your church? Without God, we are 
free to fall face down into the worst excesses of carping moralism 
and saccharine sentimentality. Except for a few notable lapses, 
by the grace of God, I’m glad to see that in this book I avoided 
both. The book’s title begins, not with my attempt to assess 
human need but with the word “gospel”—the most interesting 
(and ultimately truthful) word the church has to say to the world 
of any age.

Sure, there’s the awkward phrase, an occasional sappy 
illustration, a cringe-worthy idiom or two. Although I like the 
opening sentence that states our pastoral ease “with the person 
in the gutter rather than the person at the top,” I wish I hadn’t 
ended the book with a paragraph that sounds close to a blathering 
platitude by Joel Osteen. That makes me even more grateful that 
Lillian Daniel—one of the most clear-eyed, risk-taking, tell-it-like-
it-is, platitude-free preachers I know—overlooked my youthful 
indiscretions and wrote this edition’s foreword.

Still, for any of its faults, I’m rather pleased with the book’s 
straightforward, eager-to-be-heard style. I’m surprised that a 
thirty-one-year-old, novice theology professor, fresh from a little, 
nowhere Methodist congregation, had the self-confidence to lay 
aside concerns about what my sophisticated theological friends 
might think, or how my inexperience and ignorance disqualified 
me, and just say the good news of God that people deserve to hear. 
I don’t remember feeling self-confident at the time. A 300-member 
congregation that no one has ever heard of, where the treasurer 
sheepishly says, “If you can’t find a way to make these deadbeats put 
more in the plate, you won’t be paid this month,” had not instilled 
in me self-confidence.

Preface to the New Edition
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I therefore believe that any strength in the book is attributable, 
not to the poise or solid academic preparation of a young preacher, 
but rather to a reckless God who saves by capturing unqualified 
people like me and using them—even though they be unaware 
and ill-prepared—for good purpose. Perhaps I talk about risk and 
vocation so much in the book because three years into ordained 
ministry, I was still reeling from the shock of God having picked 
me, of all people, to deliver the word.

That vocative God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—is so much 
more interesting than the rookie preacher who wrote this book. Yet 
I am bold to believe that the gospel announced by and embodied 
in that God explains me and this book.



Original 

  rotestant theology and preaching have an easier time with 
the person in the gutter than with the person at the top. We 

follow Martin Luther who followed Saint Augustine in thinking that 
the chief sins are human pride and self-assertiveness. An admission 
of utter helplessness and total wretchedness is usually considered 
to be the first necessary step on the road to salvation.

Our gospel seems tailored to fit only the downcast, the outcast, 
the brokenhearted, and the miserable. We think we do an adequate 
job of comforting the sad and uplifting the depressed. But what do 
we say to the strong, the mature, the joyous persons in our midst?

In my role as a parish pastor, I frequently meet men and women 
who, from all which I can observe, are happy and fulfilled human 
beings. Some of them are rich; some are poor. Some of them 
are powerful leaders in business or a profession, and some fulfill 
their callings in more unassuming roles. These people of whom I 
speak share the common characteristics of maturity and personal 
strength. They seem to be the kind of integrated, resourceful, 
balanced people whom most churches I know need so desperately.

And yet, it has been my experience that these are the very 
people who do not relate well to the church. They seem to find their 
fulfillment, their challenges, their support elsewhere. What pastor 
has not coveted people like these for his or her congregation? 
They could be the dynamic leaders, the inspiring teachers, the 
supportive, caring persons whom every congregation needs. But 
who can blame them for, in effect, saying to the church, “Thanks 
but no thanks. I can get along without it”? Perhaps the message 
and life of the church have been directed exclusively toward the 
wretched and the sad to the exclusion of the strong and the joyous.

For a long time I have tried to tell these people that they really 
can’t get along without the church, that they are really not as happy 
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and fulfilled as they seem to think they are. But now I am having 
second thoughts. Perhaps they are indeed happy and fulfilled. 
Perhaps our preaching and theology have left them out altogether. 
Must one be sad, depressed, wallowing in sin and degradation, 
immature, and childishly dependent in order truly to hear the 
Good News? (See chapters 1 and 2.)

I don’t think so. I rejoice that the church has had something 
good to say to the wretched, the dispossessed, the outcast, the 
weak, and the dependent people throughout the ages. We have 
had something to say to such people, and sometimes we have, by 
the grace of God, said it well. Now I want us to ask ourselves, “What 
do we say to the strong?” (See chapters 3 and 4.)

This book is not for everybody. I am addressing myself here 
to a particular group of Christians and potential Christians. I want 
to speak to the strong and to the people who are weak and want 
to be stronger. I do not say that these persons of strength have no 
needs; rather, I say that they have peculiar kinds of needs which 
require a particular kind of evangelistic message. They have their 
sins, but these sins are not the sins of the weak (chapter 5). We will 
then talk about worship which takes God’s strong love seriously 
(chapter 6) and ethics which arise out of our response to that love 
(chapter 7). Finally, we will speak about the church as a place of 
continual growth and widening responsibility (chapters 8 and 9). 
While I discuss preaching and sermons in the first chapters, I only 
use sermons as illustrations of some of my main points. In other 
words, I am writing for the people who hear sermons as well as for 
those who preach.

In my last church, we had an adult discussion group which 
helped me form many of the ideas in this book. That group of lay 
persons was constantly in my mind as I wrote this book. I have tried 
to keep the chapters short for group discussion.

Finally, I here acknowledge my debt to my past congregations 
at Broad Street and Trinity United Methodist Churches in South 
Carolina and to my students at Duke Divinity School. These people 
first helped me to see that the glory of the Christian faith is that, 
rather than devastating us because of our human weaknesses, it 
delivers us by building on our God-given strengths!



“The Lord is my strength and my song,

   and he has become my salvation;

this is my God, and I will praise him,

   my father’s God, and I will exalt him.”

Song of Moses
Exodus 15:2





                  

You Have a Problem

  n my part of the country and in my part of the Protestant 
tradition, “testimonies” are big. A testimony is usually a time 

when one stands up in front of other people and publicly testifies 
to what God has done for him or her. It is sort of a spiritual 
autobiography. In many churches, testimonies are a part of Sunday 
morning worship. Sometimes testimonies are confined to smaller 
groups.

I have never given a testimony myself (until I got bold and 
wrote one at the end of this chapter); but I have heard a number 
of testimonies, and I have always been interested in other people’s 
testimonies. Telling one another our life stories is usually always 
illuminating. But what amazes me is that in nearly every testimony 
I have heard, there has been invariably an unoriginal, typical, 
predictable pattern. Usually, the pattern goes something like this:

I was miserable. I was lost and tormented by guilt over the 
way I had been living. I had tried everything, and nothing 
seemed to work. Then I found Jesus, asked him to come 
into my life, and since then my life has been filled with joy.

It is not surprising that such an experience might happen 
to a person. The New Testament contains a number of stories 
of tormented people whose lives were transformed by a new 
relationship with Christ.

What is surprising to me is that this should be the only pattern 
for everyone. One would be hard pressed to find many examples 
of the “I was miserable—then I found Jesus” type of conversion 
experience in the Gospels. Look at the many ways people are 
called by God in the Bible. Abraham, a rich and contented desert 
sheikh, was out gazing at the stars one night. Moses was a murderer 
hiding in the wilderness. Isaiah was at prayer in the temple. Peter 
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was fishing. The little man in the tree was curious. Matthew was at 
the office counting money. Paul was on a pious errand. We are all 
individuals. We all have different names and faces and different 
strengths and weaknesses. The Bible shows that we are always 
called by our very own names in the particular way God chooses 
to touch us. The Bible seems to say that there is no one way to be 
called. The “One Way” T-shirts and bumper stickers of the Jesus 
Movement are a mistake. And yet, 90 percent of the testimonies 
which I have heard would lead one to believe that God is unable 
to speak to anyone who has not first reached an appropriate state 
of misery.

Our “I was miserable—then I found Jesus” testimony pattern is 
partly the result of the testimonies of some famous people in post-
biblical times rather than the result of the way the Bible tells it. 
Sometimes Paul is used as a prime example of the “I was miserable— 
then I found Jesus” pattern of salvation. In chapter 3 I’ll try to show 
why Paul’s conversion was not that way at all. No, it is to a number 
of later Christians that we owe our “I was miserable—then I found 
Jesus” pattern. Augustine’s guilt and tormented conscience over 
the wild oats which he had sown as a youth; the long, introspective 
struggle of Martin Luther which finally led to his vision of a merciful 
God; and John Wesley’s difficult search in which his self-doubts 
were finally assuaged when his heart was “strangely warmed” have 
all become part of our Christian conversion lore. So much are they 
a part of our lore that these experiences, along with other similar 
conversions, have become the stereotyped way of relating to God.

But the Bible reminds us that this is not the one and only 
pathway to God. Augustine, Luther, and Wesley probably never 
intended that their experiences should become a set of rules 
for attaining salvation. But their testimonies were particularly 
dramatic, and they gave their testimonies particularly well, and the 
rest of us who have followed after them haven’t been very original 
in finding our own paths to God.

Testimonies have caused me other problems as well. Personally 
speaking, my life story never seemed as interesting as most of the 
people who stood up and told theirs. I have been a sinner, but 
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never a very spectacular sinner, never a very glamorous sinner. My 
past contains a number of stumblings and actions for which I am 
not too proud; but I can boast of no juicy, dark episodes during 
which I wallowed in sin and utter depravity.

Nor was I assailed by serious doubts or agonizing struggles of 
faith. The existential angst which many people go through in late 
adolescence seemed to elude me. I had my questions, and I was a 
mild iconoclast at times. But none of this makes for very exciting 
testimonies. I seem to have had the misfortune of growing up in 
the church in a mildly Christian environment and to have been at 
least passably happy most of my life. In short, my own life story just 
does not fit the “I was miserable—then I found Jesus” pattern.

Theologically speaking, I’ve got some other problems with the 
typical testimony motif. First of all (and this may be unfair of me), 
too often the testimonies I’ve heard slip into a kind of religious 
self-righteousness. They have a distinctly “Me graduate school 
Christian—you kindergarten Christian” sound about them. They 
are filled with such shopworn clichés as “Since I found Jesus . . .” 
and “When I decided to give my life to Christ. . . .” From what I 
know of the Bible, the story there is usually that few of us can boast 
of finding Jesus; he finds us. And the important thing is not what 
I decide about God but the fact that, in Christ, God has decided 
for me.

Once, when Martin Luther heard a man bragging about how 
he had “accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord,” Luther (in his usual 
crusty manner) said, “Big deal! What are you patting yourself on 
the back for? If a rich man walks up to a poor man on the street 
and hands him a sack with a hundred dollars in it and that poor 
man then accepts the gift, think how absurd it would be for the 
poor man to go about bragging, ‘Look at me. I was wise and good 
enough to accept a gift of a hundred dollars.’”

My inevitably halfhearted acceptance of Christ is always over-
shadowed by God’s prior, wholehearted acceptance of me.

Secondly, I am uncomfortable with the subtle selfishness which 
I hear behind the “I was miserable—then I found Jesus” pattern. I 
resist the idea that Christianity is a kind of payoff. I don’t see how 
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I can come to God asking for the curing of all my headaches and 
heartaches, doubts and depressions, sadness and sorrows and then 
move from this essentially self-centered and self-serving religion to 
a religion centered upon the praise and service of God. I don’t 
see how one comes to the faith out of selfishness (“God, make me 
unmiserable, make me happy, make me fulfilled”) and ends up with 
the kind of selflessness which I see in the life and teachings of Jesus. 
I don’t see how one can turn Christianity into a crutch to support 
one’s dependencies and end up standing as a child of God on one’s 
own two feet. It’s little wonder that many people seem surprised 
and a bit baffled when their preachers dare to mention some of the 
ethical demands of the gospel. Many of them have signed on to the 
faith with only the expectation of rewards and are thus baffled with 
all this talk about responsibilities.

My third theological problem with the “I was miserable—then 
I found Jesus” pattern is related to the main point I am trying to 
make in this chapter. I am troubled by the notion that Christianity 
is little more than the last hope of a miserable person who has tried 
everything else and now, in utter desperation, decides to “try” God. 
I call this the “there are no atheists in foxholes” syndrome. The 
hackneyed observation that “there are no atheists in foxholes” out 
on the battlefield is no credit to God or to ourselves. When we are 
down and out, when the battle is raging and bombs are bursting in 
air, when we are frightened half out of our wits, then, of course, we 
are willing to give anything a try—even God. But is this a particularly 
noble path to faith? It may be one way to get close to God, but I 
question whether it is the most desirable way. It makes us too much 
like that distant cousin who never bothers to write or visit us until 
he falls on hard times and needs some quick cash. Any of us can 
testify to the shallowness of our foxhole pledges and conversions. 
How many times have we all promised, “God, if you will just let me 
get over this problem, I’ll . . .”? When the shelling stops and we’re 
safe, foxhole conversions are notoriously short-lived.

How much greater credit to the power of the Christian gospel 
it is for a person to be able to testify:



    25

I was happy and fulfilled. Each day was sheer joy to me, 
and life was a shower of blessings. Then Jesus showed me 
how much greater joy life could be when I rose above the 
selfish pursuit of my own happiness and the preoccupation 
with my own problems. In losing my life for others and 
for him and his work, in using my blessings for something 
greater than myself, I found my true life.

But that is precisely what we don’t testify, preach, or teach as 
being the Good News. We seem to offer a faith which has good 
news only for those who are in search of some kind of external 
dominance or deliverance. Christianity is presented as that blissful 
reward which is won only at the end of a long, agonizing, tormented 
journey through the “dark night of the soul.” It is the celestial 
food which can only be enjoyed by those who have first whetted 
their appetites through misery and emptiness or through gorging 
themselves in the fleshpots of sin and depravity.

I have noted that there are many people who do not seem 
to relate to the “I was miserable—then I found Jesus” scheme of 
salvation. I call them the “strong ones.” They represent the kind of 
personal strength which does not relate to the “there are no atheists 
in foxholes” syndrome or “our misery first—salvation afterward” 
conversion pattern. These are people who seem to be saying to us 
through their absence in our churches and through their lack of 
interest in our faith, “If that is all there is to Christianity, then I can 
get along without it.”

They seem to be reasonably happy, fulfilled, and content. Their 
lives appear to have enough meaning, enough balance, enough 
sense of self-worth to make life basically enjoyable for them. I do 
not say that they are “religious,” and I do not claim that they are 
“Christian.” I merely say that they seem to be the kind of mature, 
integrated, strong individuals whom the church needs and for 
whom the practice of our faith calls. What are we to do with them?

I’ll tell you what we usually do with them. We usually try to 
shrug them off by saying, “You may think that you are happy, 
fulfilled, useful, mature. But you are really miserable. You’ve got a 
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problem, and your problem is that you are too full of self-deceit 
and pride to know that you have a problem. And that is your 
problem.” Our actions remind me of the hypochondriac who 
suffered under so many real and imagined illnesses that, when 
he finally got well, he became convinced that his health was 
some new and strange illness!

But who are we kidding? To become strong is not our 
sickness but our salvation. Down deep I think we know that 
these strong ones are not too far from the kind of humanity 
we all would like to have. We are deeply threatened by their 
apparent lack of wretchedness, their seemingly self-sufficient 
style, their disgusting sense of self-fulfillment. It would seem 
from our reaction to them that if a person suffers from neither 
oppressive guilt nor devastating despair, then there is little 
which the gospel can say to such a one.

Recently, I was talking with a friend of mine who directs the 
campus ministry at a nearby college. I asked him what type of 
student was attracted to his campus ministry center. “Oh, we 
only attract one type of student. We get the sick ones. We get 
the ones who are lonely or continually depressed or unpopular 
or frightened by what they see and hear on campus. We don’t 
get the popular ones or the bright ones. The leaders do their 
leading elsewhere. The self-confident ones don’t seem to need 
what we have either. We get the ones who can’t do any better 
than come here.”

That is a bleak picture not only of our version of 
Christianity’s appeal on a college campus but also of its appeal 
just about anywhere else. Granted, we have a faith which has a 
uniquely comforting word to speak to the sad. We have a Lord 
who proclaims healing for the sick, freedom for the enslaved, 
hospitality for the outcast. But are those the only people for 
whom we have a place? Jesus had compassion for the weak. He 
healed the sick. But he did not ignore persons of strength—rich 
people like Zacchaeus; big, husky hotheads like Peter; intellectuals 
like Paul. Luckily, Jesus was too good a physician to offer everyone 
the same medicine! He told the rich young ruler to give it all away, 
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but he let Zacchaeus use his wealth as his faith demanded. He gave 
a more detailed exposition of the faith to Nicodemus but tossed a 
simple “Follow me” at Peter, the big fisherman.

I get the impression that we offer the same medicine to 
everybody. We don’t take the time or trouble to do individual 
diagnosing. Victor Borge tells the improbable but delightfully 
absurd story of his old uncle who spent all of his time discovering 
cures for sicknesses. The only problem was that there weren’t any 
illnesses to match the cures which his uncle invented! Tragedy 
struck when his uncle gave his aunt some of the medicine for an 
illness which she didn’t have and she died the next day from the 
cure! Are we in the church trying to offer cures for illnesses which 
some people do not have?

Perhaps we have no one to blame but ourselves and our 
simplistic theology if these strong ones assume that the Christian 
faith is little more than an opiate for those who have need of a 
dependency, a protected hothouse environment for emotional 
weaklings, or a simplistic explanation of life for intellectual 
midgets. Is it right for us to bring forth the gospel, telling everyone, 
“You have a problem”? Maybe, just maybe, their problem may not 
be that problem.

It is something to think about.

My Testimony

As you now know, I am not particularly fond of most of the 
testimonies which I have heard. But if I had to give a testimony of 
my own in order to tell you something about myself and where I 
am coming from, then—at the risk of committing all of the sins I 
have mentioned earlier—I suppose that the testimony of my own 
journey of faith would go something like this.

I was born into a reasonably happy home. I was baptized in my 
grandmother’s living room by a Methodist country preacher who 
used a prized silver bowl of my grandmother’s.

I don’t remember much talk about religion during my 
childhood. But I do remember being in church nearly every 
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Sunday, sitting there being scratched to death by my wool trousers 
and choked to death by my starched collar as the minister prayed 
those interminable prayers. I also recall Bible stories read before 
breakfast nearly every morning. I remember long, fun summers 
playing in the fields and woods around my house, homemade 
ice cream, trips to the homes of admiring relatives, and mostly 
good days at school. I remember arguments among my uncles 
about politics and the president, and I remember the death of 
my grandmother. I remember not being able to play baseball very 
well and feeling left out because I couldn’t play. But, basically, I 
remember a kind of boyhood world in which the universe seemed 
to be a fairly dependable, basically friendly sort of place where 
there was much to learn, many places to visit, inhabited by many 
interesting people.

I can’t remember a time when it was not assumed that I was 
somehow a part of God’s great, good scheme of things. Once I 
asked my grandmother if I was a Christian or not. “Of course you 
are,” was her reply. Her reply seemed adequate and natural for 
me, as natural as if I had asked her if I was a boy or if I was going 
to college when I got older. It was a faith which one not so much 
decided for or struggled with; one just got it and grew into it the 
same way I got my southern accent and my first Sunday suit.

I did do some rebelling of sorts. I can remember having many 
questions in high school about the Bible and the faith. I can 
remember wondering if the scientific explanations of things which 
I had learned in school somehow nullified what the Bible had to 
say about things. I can remember some of the nasty feuds which 
went on periodically in our hometown church and wondering if 
the church was just as full of problems and as sinful and petty as 
any other organization in our town. I can remember the cruelty of 
racial segregation and the disillusionment of seeing some very fine 
people do some very cruel things to other people simply because 
of the color of their skin and simply because “it had always been 
done that way.” Those experiences taught me some things about 
original sin.
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I avoided the church for a while; I even wondered if the 
Christian faith wasn’t for me at all. I had gotten the impression that 
the best way to be a Christian was to turn off your brain, close your 
eyes to reality, and shut yourself in a closet of self-centeredness. 
The “blind faith” which I was urged to cultivate seemed more like 
a sickness than an attribute. I didn’t have “blind faith,” and I didn’t 
want it.

A number of experiences helped lead me back to the faith 
where I had really always been. A couple of tough college courses 
in religion which were taught by good professors convinced me 
that the Christian faith is not weakened by rigorous questions and 
examination; it is strengthened by such activity. I realized that the 
mystery of the divine in our midst is a deep, swiftly running stream 
which is not dammed up or circumscribed by our always too puny 
religious notions. I discovered that there was enough in our faith to 
keep me on my tiptoes peeking for a better vision, craning my neck 
for a closer look, as long as I lived. Some people say they lost their 
religion in a college religion class. I found mine there.

It was also during my college years that the Civil Rights 
movement was at its peak. There were people in clerical collars 
at the head of those marches. There were some usually mild-
mannered Southern preachers, whom I knew, who were sticking 
their necks out and risking themselves with their congregations to 
preach some courageous sermons in behalf of racial justice. I knew 
some of them, black and white, who suffered for their courage; and 
their suffering and their boldness convinced me that Christianity 
does not have to be a sedative for soothing pained consciences or a 
justification for our cherished prejudices.

In short, I was caught off guard by the faith. I was surprised 
to hear within the words of the Christian faith about as tough a 
challenge, as high a calling, as strong a voice as I ever hope to hear.
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