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Lord, I want to be a Christian
(Acts 26:19-31)

Lord, I want to be a Christian
Last Sunday morning in our worship service Ron Ewy provided our special music for the day.  Instead of walking up here to the front and singing as he normally does Ron stayed in his pew, just sitting there.  Then he sang a cappella the traditional spiritual “Lord, I want to be a Christian.”  It was exquisite, for me a thrilling moment in that worship service where the heart hummed along with Ron in agreement.  Yes, Lord, I want to be a Christian.  Yes, Lord, I want to be more loving.  Lord, I want to be like Jesus.  Yes, Lord, yes.

Recently I picked up a book by Princeton Seminary professor Kenda Creasy Dean called Almost Christian.  The subtitle is “what the faith of our teenagers is telling the American Church.”  Kenda Creasy Dean is a leading theological voice these days on matters of American youth and young adults.  The title of her book, Almost Christian, is deliberately provocative.  What does it mean to be “almost Christian?”  She basically makes the point that too many young people embrace a feel-good, self-serving faith that passes as legitimately Christian in our American context.  Eventually she acknowledges that finally these youth are the products of the churches and families they come out of.  So “almost Christian” actually, she argues, describes a lot of us.  There’s a veneer of Christian faith but is it deeply and profoundly Christian, really?

Then our text this morning is the story of Paul, in chains, standing before the Roman emperor appointed ruler Herod Agrippa II and his sister Bernice.  Local ruler Festus had been trying to arbitrate Jewish complaints about Paul, and now the case was being heard by a higher authority, Agrippa, who was more familiar with Jewish ways.  

Paul tells his Damascus Road conversion experience, how he was going about his work relentlessly pursuing followers of Jesus of Nazareth, until God reached out to him through a light on the Damascus Road.  Now, he says to King Agrippa, I am equally relentless in sharing the light I have experienced.

Festus, looking on, exclaims, “Paul, all your learning is driving you insane!”  And Agrippa says, “Paul, do you think you can so easily, in just a few words, persuade me to become a Christian?”  Paul basically says in response, well, King, my job is to try my best and I hope and pray you will become a Christian.  

I first learned this encounter in the King James Version.  In the King James Agrippa says, “almost thou persuades me to be a Christian.”  Translators all agree that that “almost” word is not a good rendition, and that “do you think you can so quickly persuade me?” is a far more accurate translation.  Still, that idea has always been with me, that Agrippa found himself there on the brink, but not quite ready, not quite persuaded, to be a Christian.

Becoming a Christian
All of this leads me to my practical concern for the morning which is, well then, how exactly does one become a Christian?  What do you have to actually do, or say, to become Christian?  Our Anabaptist forebears thought this was important.  They famously reacted against infant baptism where citizenship and Christian status were ceremoniously bestowed upon a young infant.  They said, no, that Christian decision is not something others can make for you.  You have to make that decision yourself, with your own free will.  It’s your own choice.

You may think that this is a sort of kindergarten thing to talk about, how do you become a Christian, because after all, aren’t we all here in church today, probably most of us claim to be Christians, weren’t many of us baptized?  But I think it is important to think about.  We live in an increasingly post-Christian time.  Basic sort of Christian assumptions (like there is an Old and a New Testament in the Bible) are increasingly not just givens.  In a way I’m happy about this.  If indeed Christendom is dead, that the light dusting of Christian faith over so many is getting washed away, maybe, so much the better.  Maybe then being a Christian will actually mean something.

Then too we might shy away from this conversation because it feels so embarrassing to talk about being Christian.  Somehow, incredibly, it hardly seems to matter that Christians from left to right have condemned the action of one little church in Florida.  For the last couple of weeks it can feel like all of us Christians are defined to “people out there” by one mustachioed Florida fly-by-night pastor.  I don’t want to have anything to do with that.  

But, self, how does one become a Christian?  After all, if you want to be a pilot you take some lessons, eventually you get a license, and you are a pilot.  If you want to be a marathoner you stagger through 26.2 miles and you are a marathoner.  If you want to be a school teacher you get your college degree, then your credential, you apply for a job, you go through an interview, you get a job, and then you stand in front of a classroom.  Bingo, you are a teacher.  But how does one become a Christian?

Maybe this question causes an old tape to play in your mind.  Things were really bad, I was living in sin, plagued with guilt, and very unhappy.  Then I found Jesus.  Jesus came into my heart, into my life.  Now I am happy all the day long.  It’s a legitimate path to walk and for those of us whose story is not that, it’s important to have the language and a way of connecting to that experience.  It may well mean taking the time to get up close to someone whose life is characterized by desperation.  

Think about Paul for a moment.  When he was walking down the Damascus Road he wasn’t a desperate man.  He wasn’t plague by guilt.  He was going about his job with gusto.  But then God found him.  He saw the light.  Things changed.  And you could argue, thanks to his awakening, thanks to his becoming a Christian, things got a whole lot worse.  When he appears before Agrippa in Acts 26 he is in jail.

Becoming a Christian isn’t necessarily about reciting some formula that someone else has composed.  But it might be because sometimes we need the help of others to say the words we can’t express ourselves.  Becoming a Christian isn’t necessarily a high-drama thing, like a thunderbolt striking us, shaking up our entire life forever and ever.  But it might be.  There are those testimonies in the Bible, like Paul, and we still hear them today.  And becoming a Christian isn’t necessarily an osmosis thing where we just sort of gradually ease, like honey creeping out of a jar, over that line, moving from something else to Christian.  But it might be.  Too many people in the Bible were part of a family system that gravitated to Christian faith, and it might be our story too with all its incumbent beauty of growing up in a family that practices Christian faith.  

One of the important lessons from Paul’s own story is that God finds us.  God reaches out to us.  We don’t exactly “find” Jesus.  It’s good, of course, to go on a quest for Jesus.  To search for the real Jesus, the historical Jesus.  It’s good to try to understand Jesus in time and place, to grasp the historical moment in which he walked the earth.  It’s good to wait on Jesus, to attend to Jesus.  It’s good to anticipate Jesus.  It’s good to expect Jesus to appear.  But we don’t “find” Jesus, capturing him and putting him in a box of our own choosing.

No, Jesus finds us.  Like Paul, on the Damascus Road, it just happens.  Jesus finds us.  And it happens in far more ways than we can think or imagine.  We are marvelously and uniquely created in the image of God.  And some of us may just be wired to respond best to beauty all around, or reasoned words, or high-powered emotion, or sweet silence, or poetry, or an electric atmosphere—but however it is, God finds us.  

And when that happens, or when we recognize that it has been happening for a long, long time, that God has been there all along seeking us, consoling us, finding us, our heart breathes a “yes,” a “yes” to this Jesus who longs for us.  And that’s about as simply as I can put it.  That when we sigh or shout a “yes” to Jesus we’ve embraced Jesus as our own.

Like a mother who has given us life, feeding us, nurturing us, God finds us and calls us into life.  Like a father who teaches us, guides us, gives us a hand, and attends to our sorrows, God finds us and walks with us in life.  And though we may have wandered about, placing our trust in the enticements of power or our own cleverness, God calls us and finds us.  Then, once we’ve said yes, we offer food and water, grasping our neighbor’s hand in love, knowing that God is walking with us.

Amen.
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