Who are we as Christians?

Like many of you I have been watching with sadness and shock at all that has been happening in the State of Virginia.  All our prayers go out to those involved and their families.  I heard about the events of Monday while at the annual Convocation with the Bishop in Rochester.  This is an annual event where all the active and as many retired priest as are interested come together for a couple of days to pray and learn and share some time in fellowship.  Every year there are two highlights for me.  First is seeing guys that I never get to see except at this event.  Our work keeps us in different arenas so this is the only time to say, “hey, how are you and what’s new?”  The second highlight is the mass that we do together with all the priests and other pastoral leaders.  It is a beautiful mass that reconnects us all together.  This year’s convocation was special in that our guest speakers were both interesting and internationally known and respected.  Fr. Richard Rohr OFM is a Franciscan author and been a speaker all over the world dealing with spiritually.  He deals a great deal with both historic and modern mysticism.  We were also blessed to have Fr. Timothy Radcliff OP with us.  He is a teacher at Oxford and Black Friars as well as being the past world leader of the Dominican Order.  The discussions of his many interactions with then Cardinal Ratzinger and now Pope Benedict were amazing.  For our reading and reflection this weekend I would like to offer the following from the introduction to the book, “What is the Point of Being a Christian” by Timothy Radcliff.  It was interesting to me to read and seemed to speak to Our Lady of the Valley Parish and I offer it in the hopes that you will agree and see some insights to our present situation but also that you may be intrigued to read this excellent book.


(Starting on page 3 of the introduction.)
So the claim was that there was something strikingly different about how Christians live that might make people pause and wonder. Tertullian wrote in the second century that people were astonished at how Christians loved each other.  Is there anything astonishing about how we live?

There is an immense spiritual hunger amount the young.  The 1999 European Values Study showed that a growing number of young people define themselves as religious.  They are searching for a meaning to their lives.  They are often more interested in ‘spirituality’ rather than doctrine, and they are nervous of belonging to any institutional form of religion which might limit their autonomy.  In the words of Grace Davies, a sociologist who studies European religion, they believe without belonging.  They are often more interested in other religious traditions than Christianity.


As a Christian I believe that my faith is ‘good news,’ the literal meaning of the word ‘gospel.’  Why is it often not experienced as good news by the young, as wonderful and attractive?  Why do the claims that we make for our faith often seem to be unconvincing and even boring?  Could it be that it is because there is usually nothing strikingly different about our lives?  Often there is nothing to puzzle and intrigue people, so that our lives would make no sense if God did not exist.


All the Christian Churches have in recent years being making a big push to spread the gospel.  Certainly in the Catholic Church there has been a lot of talk about evangelization. Diocese and parishes have drawn up ambitious plans to let people know about our faith.  Usually these have had little effect. We talk about love, freedom, happiness, and so on, but unless our churches are seen really to be places in which people are free and courageous, then why should anyone believe us?  Jesus spoke with authority, not like the scribes and the Pharisees, and his authority was surely this manifest freedom and joy.  His words made an impression because they were embedded in a life that was striking, reaching out to strangers, feasting with prostitutes, afraid of nobody. So in this book I wish to reflect about what differences faith might make to how we live.

Let me make it clear from the start that what may be strikingly different is not that Christians are better than other people.  There is no evidence that we are. Jesus said, ‘I came not to call the righteous but sinners’ (Mark 2.17), and this he continues to do. He ate and drank with those whose lives where a mess. It is fitting that the first Christian to make it to Paradise was the thief who was crucified beside Jesus. According to an early Syriac poem, when he arrived at the gates of heaven, the angel who looked after such things tried not to let him in because he was not the sort of person who belonged there! Anyway, a community which founded its existence on the claim to moral superiority would not only be repulsed but would inevitably invite people to search for our failures and expose them with glee. If the Churches are so often attacked in the press, and our every sin given banner headlines, then this is because it is generally but wrongly assumed that the point of being a Christian is to be better than other people.

This book will not try to trace the special ingredient of Christianity, the secret of its savior, like the mysterious special ingredient of Green Chartreuse or Pepsi-Cola. Rather, it will be looking at a number of different aspects of Christian faith, exploring how these might invite us to sit askew to the dominant culture of our global village. It is these differences that will make sense of the statements that we make about our faith. Without our lives being in some way odd, if we just conform, then our words about faith will be vacuous and empty. … 

… We often complain about the immense ignorance of the young about Christianity. But we shall waste our time in producing more documents, videos, radio and TV programs unless we also labor to make the Church a place of evident freedom, courage, joy and hope. We must choose with care the words that we speak. Truth matters. But our words will be useless unless they are embedded in communities which show how they are pointed beyond us, to the one who has sought us out and given his Word. St. Anthony of Padua, the thirteenth-century Franciscan preacher, complained that the Church in his time was ‘bloated with words.’ Things have not changed much. We go preaching vast quantities of documents, tedious long sermons, but unless people catch the whiff of freedom in our lives, then our words will actively subvert the preaching of the gospel.


The point of Christianity is to point to God as the meaning of our lives. To hope is to hang on to the confidence that there is some ultimate point to human existence. If there is not, then Christianity and all religion is a waste of time. …the whole of this book is an exploration of our hope. But it is not our faith that we must laboriously make our way to God, as the distant goal of our striving, like Frodo and Sam making their painful way to Mordor. Our faith is that God has sought us out and found us. God is already present in the lives of human beings, even if unnamed and unrecognized. So the goal of our hope, our ultimate destiny, is already in some way present. Preachers do not bring people to God; we name the God who was always there before us. As Christians, we believe that this presence of God among us takes the form of freedom, happiness and love. These are the first fruits of the Kingdom. …

This is the point of what we are doing as a parish.  Let us pray and seek the strength to make our lives so different from the rest of the world that they will have to come and see what is happening here and see what God is doing in our lives.

