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John 7:37-38 (NRSVUE)

370n the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, “Let
anyone who is thirsty come to me, 3and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture
has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.””

The standard definition of a Christian is one who follows Jesus. A more detailed version
is that a Christian is one who believes in Jesus as the Son of God and follows his teaching.

But within those definitions, there are widely divergent understandings of what it means
to follow Jesus. Some people define Christians only as those who are “born again.” Others say
that you have to pray a specific prayer to be “saved” in order to be a Christian. Some insist
on adherence to certain doctrines. Some movements require observance of strict standards. To
some, believing in Jesus is enough. To others, it is the practice of faith that makes a person a
Christian. At Church of the Saviour, we lean into the concept of discipleship — modeling our
lives and our behaviors on living the way Jesus lived and taught.

To some degree, there have always been varied interpretations of what it means to be a
Christian. In the early days of the church, people differentiated themselves by which of the
apostles’ teachings they followed. A major split in the church took place between Eastern and
Western traditions over whether the Holy Spirit came from the Father and the Son or only from
the Father. In 1517, Martin Luther wrote down 95 ways the church should change, setting off the
Protestant Reformation and dividing Catholics and Protestants ever since. Within Protestant
traditions, we differentiate between mainline and evangelical. Today, by some counts, there
are some 200 Christian denominations in the United States and as many as 45,000
worldwide — that according to the Center for the Study of Global Christianity
at Gordon Conwell Seminary.! That number includes many small sects and house churches; by
other counts the number is in the low hundreds. Even so, there are many, many versions of what
it means to be a Christian.

There is much debate in this country as to whether our nation was founded on Christian
principles. Many of the founders identified themselves as Christian in one form or another, yet
they set out to form a nation that stood for religious freedom. What is not debated is the extent to
which the United States is a nation predominantly comprised of Christian people. 63% of
Americans still self-identify as Christian.?

That number was much higher in the early part of the 20" century. By some estimates,
85% of Americans were Christians, and nearly 2/3 of all people born in the first decade of the
1900s were raised in a mainline Protestant household, whether or not they attended religious
services. (For comparison, today only around 10% are raised mainline Protestant.)* Church
attendance reached its zenith in the 1950s. Nearly half of all Americans attended church



regularly, driven largely by American idealism after the second world war and a sense of
shared identity.* Defending against the spread of Communism, which many American
politicians decried as godless, popular sentiment shifted toward institutional stability and
alignment, including religious institutions. In 1954, the phrase “under God” was added to the
Pledge of Allegiance. Two years later, “in God we trust” was adopted as the official U.S.

motto (replacing e pluribus unum); shortly thereafter, the new motto began to appear on all U.S.
currency.

To identify as a Christian in the 1950s was to align religiously and ideologically with the
vast majority of American society (though there was often staunch competition between
denominations, and anti-Catholic sentiment remained high well into the 1960s). Political turmoil
and scandal eroded trust in many institutions during the 1960s and 70s, including the church.
Aside from a relatively brief slowdown during the 1980s, church membership and attendance
have been in steady decline ever since.

Is this decline attributable to a shift toward secularism and individualism, a rise in
multiculturalism and religious plurality, or the church’s inability to adapt to societal changes and
its own moral failures? There have been a number of scandals involving church leaders the
last half century, from the public humiliations of televangelists Jim Bakker and Jimmy
Swaggart to sexual abuse and cover-ups by the Catholic church, to more recent collapses by
megachurch leaders like Ravi Zacharias, Robert Morris, Carl Lentz, Mark Driscoll, and Bill
Hybels. Or was the boom of the church in the 1950s an aberration driven more by culture than
faith? The most likely reason the church isn’t what it once was is a combination of all of those
factors. In fact, given all of that, it’s a wonder the church has survived at all.

Today, we are facing another seismic shift. The polarization that is plaguing our society
in so many ways is amplifying differences among those who still identify as Christian. The
divisiveness so prevalent in the political arena is mirrored in the religious sphere, though it is
not always clear which is fueling the other. Some on the right press for greater influence of a
particular version of Christian faith in civic life, while some on the left seek to unyoke society
from any kind of religious influence at all. In a survey by the Pew Research Center this spring,
52% of U.S. adults said that conservative Christians have gone too far in trying to push
their religious values in the government and public schools. 48% said that liberals who are not
religious have gone too far in trying to keep religious values out of the government and
public schools.® We can infer that both answers came from many of the same people.

The rise of Christian nationalism further complicates the landscape. Christian
nationalists, under the guise of Christian belief, seek to promote a vision of America that adheres
to selective moralism, is less tolerant, less diverse, and overwhelmingly white. Today,
emboldened by recent events, many of those people are gaining access to leadership at the
highest levels of government, largely below the radar of public awareness.®

One of the most challenging developments in our time is the full-throated support of
Donald Trump by high profile evangelical leaders like Franklin Graham, Paula White Cain, Eric
Metaxas, Tony Perkins, and Robert Jeffress. An estimated 81% of white evangelicals voted for
President Trump in 2024, despite concerns about charges of sexual misconduct, frequent use of



profane and hate-filled rhetoric, and general disregard for many of the foundational principles
found in the Sermon on the Mount. Polls show his support among white evangelicals

today hovering around 64%.” Whether or not you find the President’s conduct and policies to
align with his professed faith, the level of unequivocal and vocal support for such a polarizing
figure from a group of people who profess to be motivated by their faith presents a problem,
especially for those who disagree. And it raises a vital question: Should a church ever publicly
endorse or support a candidate for public office? The Billy Graham Center for Research
Institute at Wheaton College found that 48% of Gen-Z respondents indicated that Christians’
support of Donald Trump makes them less likely to go to church.® While we become more
divided ideologically and politically, people are increasingly skeptical of the church’s
motives. And we are losing the public relations battle in a populace that has shifted from seeing
Christian faith as positive to problematic to negative...and moving rapidly toward irrelevant.

Russell Moore, one of the few evangelical leaders who has publicly broken ranks
with the MAGA movement, wrote, “The problem now is not that people think the church’s way
of life is too demanding, too morally rigorous, but that they have come to think the church
doesn’t believe its own moral teachings.””

Little wonder so many people are hesitant to refer to themselves as Christians. To those
outside the church — and some inside it — “Christian” has become a
toxic label, connoting judgment, anger, hypocrisy, xenophobia and homophobia, or an alignment
with political and social values that have little to do with the actual teachings of Jesus.

I’m not particularly interested in labels. To me, character matters more than a name. How
someone refers to themselves is less important than how they treat other people. But I am deeply
concerned that if Centrist- and Progressive-leaning Christians stop using the name “Christian,”
we will cede it to those who define it narrowly and problematically, and we will lose an
important part of our distinctive identity in the process. I would rather redeem the name than
abandon it.

But is that still possible? Have we gone too far to change feelings and attitudes?

Let’s return to the definition of a Christian we identified at the outset — one who believes
in Jesus as the Son of God and follows his teachings. That is a good place to start, I think. It is
also helpful to know what the early church and Jesus himself thought about what it means to be
Christian. The earliest followers didn’t call themselves “Christians.” They referred to their
movement as “The Way” — that is, people who followed the way of life Jesus taught.

When Jesus called the disciples, his invitation was remarkably simple: follow me. When
Peter and Andrew were astounded at the number of fish they caught by following Jesus’s
instructions, he told them that from then on, they would fish for people (Luke 5:1-11). He taught
his followers to be like salt and light, flavoring the world with goodness and shining so others
would see (Matthew 5:19). He said that anyone who would be his follower must deny
themselves, take up their cross, and follow him (Mark 8:34). He said that if we stay connected to
him, we will bear much fruit and so demonstrate that we are his disciples (John 15:16). And he
said that people would know we are his followers by the way we love (John 13:35).



Our scripture for today speaks to the witness our lives should demonstrate when we
follow Jesus. “Out of the believer’s heart shall flow streams of living water” — water to cleanse,
to heal, to bring life. Not divisiveness, vindictiveness, bullying, or name-calling. Our lives
should seek to build up, not tear down. If we are truly following Jesus, it should be clear to
others that we’re following his example, not aligning with a politician or a party or a popular
movement.

Adam Hamilton, senior pastor of the United Methodist Church of the Resurrection in
Leawood, Kansas says that if your religion causes you to be hateful and exclude people,
you chose the wrong religion. I’m not sure that spite and exclusion mean that you’ve chosen the
wrong faith; it might just mean that you’re doing it wrong.

If you search on the internet what it means to be a Christian, you will find a wide range of
answers. Many sites promote their version of the “true” faith or narrowly define what they
consider “real” Christians. (Be careful, friends.) But if you look to Jesus, it’s pretty
simple: follow me. At the same time, it isn’t simple at all, because no single definition can tell us
everything we need to know in every circumstance. To do that, we have to exercise our faith,
use our minds and our hearts, and do the best we can to follow Jesus’s example. And we have
to keep doing that in whatever situations we may find ourselves.

Regardless of what you call yourself or how you describe your faith to others, I pray that
for those of us who keep choosing to follow, the person people see in us will look like
Jesus. May it be so. Amen.
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