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Why This Book Exists

Something feels off.

Many believers cannot quite name it, but they sense it. They feel it in church services, in political debates, in Christian media, and sometimes in their own spiritual lives. Christianity remains highly visible throughout the Western world. Churches still stand. Christian language is common. Politicians quote Scripture. Public figures speak openly about faith.

And yet many people cannot escape the feeling that something important has been lost.

The question is not whether Christianity still exists.

The question is whether the Christianity commonly practiced in the modern West still resembles the faith Jesus taught.

This book was not written to attack Christianity. It was written because I take Christianity seriously enough to ask difficult questions about it.

When most people hear the phrase “What Would Jesus Do?” they imagine a moral question about daily decisions. While that question has value, this book asks a much larger one:

What would Jesus think about the Christianity that bears his name today?

Would he recognize it?

Would he approve of it?

Would he challenge it?

Would he find in it the same priorities, values, and teachings that he spent his life proclaiming?

Those questions deserve careful consideration because Christianity has traveled a very long road since the days of the New Testament.

The first Christians lived under Roman rule. They possessed no political influence. They had no legal protection. They met in homes, faced persecution, and often paid for their faith with their lives. Their movement spread not because it controlled governments, but because it transformed people.

Yet Christianity did not remain a persecuted movement forever.

Within a few centuries, it moved from the margins of society into the halls of power. Emperors embraced it. Governments protected it. Institutions grew around it. Kingdoms adopted it. Nations identified themselves with it. Over time Christianity became intertwined with politics, culture, economics, social order, and national identity.

Many of these developments produced positive results. Christian influence helped shape hospitals, charities, education, legal systems, and countless acts of compassion throughout history.

But power changes institutions.

It changes priorities.

It changes incentives.

And sometimes it changes messages.

This book explores what happened as Christianity moved from a small movement centered on the teachings of Jesus into a global institution deeply connected to governments, cultures, traditions, and political structures.

To do that, we will follow a historical path.

We will begin with the teachings of Jesus and the character of the earliest Christians. We will examine the dramatic changes that occurred after Christianity became associated with imperial power. We will explore the development of the medieval church, the Reformation, the rise of European state churches, and the emergence of modern American Christianity.

Along the way, we will ask a simple question:

Did Christianity gradually drift away from some of the central teachings of Jesus?

The purpose of this book is not to argue that Christianity is false.

The purpose is to examine whether modern Christianity has sometimes become something different from what Jesus originally intended.

A religion can preserve the language of Jesus while neglecting his priorities.

It can defend Christian identity while ignoring Christian formation.

It can maintain institutions while losing sight of the kingdom those institutions were created to serve.

Throughout these pages we will examine themes that Jesus returned to repeatedly: humility, mercy, enemy-love, generosity, obedience to the word of Christ, nonviolence, service, sacrifice, and trust in God. We will compare those teachings with many of the assumptions that have come to characterize Western Christianity.

Some readers will agree with the conclusions.

Others will disagree strongly.

Both responses are welcome.

The goal is not to win an argument.

The goal is to return to the source.

This book makes one central claim:

Much of what passes for Christianity in the modern West would have been unfamiliar to Jesus, and some of it would likely have been challenged by him directly.

That claim invites scrutiny.

If so, Scripture and history should expose it.

If it is correct, Scripture and history should expose us.

Either way, the evidence deserves a hearing.

So we will do this the old-fashioned way.

Scripture first.

History second.

Culture third.

And Jesus at the center of all of it.
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The Uneasy Gap

Most believers do not wake up one morning and decide to abandon Christianity.

In fact, the opposite is usually true.

Many remain deeply committed to their faith. They attend church. They pray. They read Scripture. They believe the central claims of Christianity. They sincerely want to follow God.

And yet a quiet question lingers beneath the surface:

Why does something feel wrong?

It is often difficult to describe.

The churches are still there.

The sermons are still being preached.

The songs are still being sung.

The Bible remains the most widely distributed book in human history.

Christian organizations, conferences, media outlets, schools, charities, and ministries continue to operate throughout the Western world.

By every visible measure, Christianity appears alive and well.

Yet many people cannot escape the feeling that there is a growing distance between the Christianity they encounter and the Jesus they read about in the Gospels.

Not a complete separation.

Not a total contradiction.

A gap.

An uneasy gap.

A gap between the faith Jesus taught and the faith many people experience.

A gap between the kingdom Jesus described and the religious culture that developed in his name.

A gap between admiration for Jesus and actual obedience to him.

Many believers sense this instinctively long before they can explain it.

They read the Sermon on the Mount and feel inspired.

Then they look around and wonder why so little of it seems visible in practice.

They read Jesus teaching people to love their enemies.

Then they watch Christians speak about opponents with contempt.

They read Jesus warning about wealth.

Then they encounter ministries obsessed with prosperity.

They read Jesus washing the feet of his disciples.

Then they observe leaders competing for influence, status, and power.

The contradiction may not always be obvious.

But it is difficult to ignore once it is seen.

The Question We Rarely Ask

Most religious discussions begin with doctrine.

What do you believe?

What church do you attend?

What denomination do you belong to?

What is your position on this issue or that issue?

These questions matter.

But Jesus often asked a different kind of question.

What kind of person are you becoming?

Again and again, Jesus focused on fruit.

Not claims.

Not labels.

Not affiliations.

Fruit.

“You will recognize them by their fruits.”

— Matthew 7:16

This is one of the simplest statements Jesus ever made.

It is also one of the most uncomfortable.

Fruit cannot be hidden forever.

Eventually beliefs produce behavior.

Values produce actions.

Priorities produce habits.

Faith produces a way of life.

Or it does not.

Jesus never suggested that people should evaluate spiritual health primarily by religious identity.

He pointed instead to what grows from a person’s life.

Patience.

Mercy.

Humility.

Generosity.

Forgiveness.

Self-sacrifice.

Love.

These are measurable realities.

They do not require theological training to recognize.

Most people know them when they see them.

Which raises a troubling possibility.

What if Christianity can be defended passionately while producing very little of the character Jesus described?

What if people can become experts in Christian language while remaining strangers to Christian transformation?

That possibility lies at the center of the uneasy gap.

The Difference Between Believing and Following

One of the most remarkable features of Jesus’ ministry is how rarely he asked people to merely agree with him.

He asked them to follow him.

“Follow me.”

Those two words appear repeatedly throughout the Gospels.

They are simple words.

But they are demanding words.

Following requires movement.

Following requires change.

Following requires leaving something behind.

Following requires trust.

Agreement alone requires none of these things.

A person can agree with Jesus while continuing to organize life around fear, comfort, status, wealth, resentment, and self-interest.

Following eventually challenges all of those things.

This distinction is easy to miss because modern Christianity often emphasizes belief far more than discipleship.

The question becomes:

Do you believe the right things?

Jesus certainly cared about truth.

But he also cared deeply about formation.

Who are you becoming?

What is happening inside you?

Are you becoming more merciful?

More humble?

More forgiving?

More courageous?

More generous?

More willing to love difficult people?

These questions occupied a central place in the teachings of Jesus.

Yet they often occupy a surprisingly small place in modern religious life.

When Religion Becomes Familiar

There is another reason the gap is difficult to see.

Human beings naturally adapt to their surroundings.

Things that would have shocked previous generations eventually become normal.

The same thing happens in religion.

People become accustomed to contradictions.

A church can spend far more time discussing politics than the teachings of Christ, and eventually nobody finds it strange.

A ministry can focus heavily on wealth and success despite Jesus’ repeated warnings about money, and eventually nobody questions it.

Religious identity can become fused with national identity, political identity, cultural identity, or tribal identity, and after enough time the mixture simply feels natural.

But familiarity does not necessarily mean faithfulness.

Sometimes the most important questions are the questions people stop asking.

What if Christianity has become so familiar that Christians rarely compare it directly with Jesus anymore?

What if traditions, institutions, political loyalties, cultural assumptions, and inherited habits have gradually accumulated around Christianity until the center has become difficult to see?

What if people are defending Christianity without regularly returning to Christ?

What This Journey Requires

This book does not argue that Christianity is false.

Nor does it argue that all churches have failed.

It argues something both simpler and more challenging.

The teachings of Jesus deserve to be examined on their own terms.

Without political filters.

Without cultural assumptions.

Without denominational loyalties.

Without inherited explanations.

The chapters that follow will explore how this gap developed, how Christianity changed as it moved through history, and how many of the priorities of Jesus gradually became secondary to other concerns.

Some comparisons will be encouraging.

Others may be uncomfortable.

But discomfort is not always an enemy.

Sometimes it is the beginning of clarity.

The goal is not condemnation.

The goal is honesty.

Because a gap ignored is a gap that widens.

They close when they are measured.

And before a gap can be measured, it must first be seen.
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