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      Watch what happens at a certain kind of dinner table. Someone mentions that they have been reading about Buddhism, and the table softens with interest. Someone else says that they are not religious exactly, but they do believe in a higher power, in the universe, in some intelligence behind things, and heads nod gently, because that is a reasonable thing for a thoughtful person to feel. A third guest describes the beauty of the call to prayer heard on a trip abroad, the dignity of a faith that takes God seriously, and the room is moved. The conversation is warm. It is tolerant in the best sense of that word. Every name of the divine is welcome here.

      Then someone says the name Jesus. Not as a curse, but as a confession, as in I have started to follow Jesus, and the temperature drops. You can feel it happen. The same people who received Buddha and Allah and the vague benevolent universe with open hands grow careful, or amused, or quietly cold. Something has entered the room that the other names did not bring with them. One name, alone among all the names of God, makes the tolerant uncomfortable.

      I noticed this for a long time before I let myself ask why. It is the kind of thing you are trained not to see, partly because it is impolite to point out, and partly because once you have seen it you cannot stop seeing it. We live in an age that prides itself, and rightly, on tolerance. We have learned, at real cost, to make room for one another's gods, and we have very nearly succeeded. There is almost no name you cannot speak in good company. Almost. There remains a single exception, and that exception is the whole subject of this book.

      The asymmetry has a second half, stranger than the first, and you have heard it ten thousand times without once hearing it. Of all the divine names available to the human mouth, only one is also a curse. When a man slams his hand in a car door he does not cry out Buddha. He does not invoke Vishnu when his team loses, or take the name of Confucius in vain when the bill arrives. He reaches, without thinking, for the name of Jesus, or for Christ, or for God—and he uses it the way you use a hammer, to strike something. The most sacred name in the history of our civilization is also its most ordinary oath. We worship with it and we swear with it, and most of the time we notice neither.

      Put the two halves together and you have something that ought to stop you where you stand. Here is a name that more than two billion people speak in love, more people than have ever loved any name in the history of the world. Here is the same name that millions of others spit in contempt. And here is the same name a third time, shouted in traffic by a man who believes none of it, in the worst thirty seconds of his afternoon. Whatever else may be true of the name of Jesus, this much is certainly true: almost no one is neutral about it. You may adore it, or despise it, or grab at it like a swear word, but you will have a reaction. The indifference that the other names of God receive so easily, this one name cannot seem to obtain.

      That is the fact I want to sit with, because a fact like that is not noise. It is a signal. When a single name generates so much heat, in such opposite directions, among so many people who agree about nothing else, the heat is telling us something true about the name. The interesting question is not how to make the discomfort go away. The interesting question is why the discomfort is there at all, and why it has gathered, for two thousand years, around this name and no other.

      So let me ask it as plainly as I can. Why this name? Why not the founders of the other great traditions, men of real wisdom and enormous influence, who are met today with admiration and almost no anger? Why does the bare sound of these few syllables still tighten a room that would have stayed perfectly loose for any other god? A reasonable person, a tolerant person, a person of goodwill, ought to be able to look at that pattern and want to know what causes it.

      I am going to try to tell you what causes it, and I am going to try to do it honestly, which means I will not begin by defending the name. I spent the first part of my life on the far side of this question, and I have not forgotten how it feels to find the whole business of Jesus faintly embarrassing. I will not rush past the offense in order to reassure you. I am going to do the opposite. I am going to take the offense as seriously as it deserves to be taken, at full strength, because I have come to believe that the offense is not a misunderstanding waiting to be cleared up. It is the thing itself. The scandal that hangs around this name is not a wall standing between us and the real Jesus. It is the place where the real Jesus is standing.

      I should say plainly that this is not a book of complaint. I have no appetite for cataloguing the ways the faithful are slighted, for keeping score of insults, for that tone of grievance that hears persecution in every raised eyebrow. The hostility around this name is not a wound to be nursed. It is evidence to be read, and I am almost grateful for it, because a world that found Jesus merely pleasant would be quietly informing us that he was merely a man.

      And the first thing you discover, once you take the offense seriously, is that it is not new. We like to imagine that the hostility is a modern condition, the product of a skeptical and secular age that has run out of patience for religion. It is far older than that. It is as old as the story itself. The man at the center of this faith was executed, and not by some quiet or dignified method, but by the single most shameful and degrading form of death the ancient world had invented, a punishment so obscene that Roman citizens were spared it by law and decent people did not say the word aloud in company. From the very first day, the followers of Jesus were asking the world to revere a crucified criminal, and the world found the request disgusting. The earliest enemies of the faith did not need our clever arguments. They had a better one. They pointed at the cross and laughed.

      So the offense was built in from the beginning, and it has never once gone away. It has only changed its reasons. Every age finds fresh grounds to be scandalized by this name, and the grounds keep shifting, the philosophical objection giving way to the political one and then to the moral one, while the heat underneath them all stays at exactly the same temperature. That constancy is itself a clue. A hatred that outlives every version of its own justification is not really about the justifications. It is about something beneath them that does not change.

      I will argue, by the end, that the thing beneath them is the cross, and that the cross is also the reason the name is loved. The same event that makes this name unbearable is the event that makes it worth everything. The name is not reviled in spite of the crucifixion and then, separately, worshipped in spite of it. It is reviled and worshipped because of it. That is the strange unity I am after in these pages, and if it sounds like a flat contradiction now, I ask only that you hold it loosely until we arrive.

      But I owe you a word about who this book is for, because the answer shapes everything that follows. This is not, in the main, a book for the skeptic. I have written toward the skeptic before, and there is honest work in that, the work of meeting unbelief at its strongest and answering it on its own ground. This book turns the other way. It is written for the person who already believes, who has said this name in love and meant it, and who may, for that very reason, stand in a particular and unsuspected danger.

      The danger is not hatred. You are in no danger of hating the name of Jesus. You are in danger of something quieter, and in its own way more final. You are in danger of familiarity. You have heard this name your whole life. You have sung it and prayed it and printed it on the wall of your home and the cover of your calendar, and a name you have heard ten thousand times slowly stops sounding like anything at all. It goes smooth. It wears down the way a coin wears down in a pocket, until the face on it is only a suggestion and you spend it without ever looking at it again. The world still flinches at this name. A great many of us who love it have not flinched in years.

      That is the loss this book exists to repair. The same offense that the world feels too sharply, the church has very often stopped feeling altogether, and a Jesus who no longer has the power to offend you is, as a rule, a Jesus you have quietly stopped seeing. You have traded him for a more manageable version, gentle and agreeable and useful, a figure who reliably confirms what you already believed and asks almost nothing of you. The real one is stranger than that, and far more dangerous—and the only road back to him runs directly through the thing the world cannot stand.

      So here is the plan. I will spend the opening stretch of this book making the name strange to you again, taking the offense the world feels and handing it back to you at full weight, until you remember that it was never safe. Then I will take you to the man himself, to the Gospels as they actually read on the page, to the things he said and did that got him killed, because the offense was there long before the cross, alive in his teaching and his choice of dinner companions and his outrageous claims about himself. Then I will take you to the cross, and then to the morning on the far side of it, where the whole strange account turns over in an instant and the most cursed name in the world becomes the name that is above every name.

      By the end, I want this name to weigh something in your mouth again. The same name. The very syllables a stranger will shout tonight, somewhere, in anger, without a single thought. I want you to find that you can no longer say it the easy way. That is the entire ambition of this book, and it begins where all the trouble has always begun, with the strange and stubborn fact that there is one name in the world that no one has ever managed to ignore.
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      Begin by giving our age its due, because the thing I want to show you only becomes strange against the background of how tolerant we have actually become. By the standards of almost every century that preceded ours, the modern mind is remarkably, even heroically, relaxed about God. We have made room. A person can say, at work or at dinner or in print, that they have been exploring Buddhism, and no one blinks. They can say that they practice mindfulness, that they have taken up meditation, that they find something steadying in the old Stoics, that they read their horoscope without quite believing it, that they have come to think of the universe as a kind of intelligence that returns to you what you put out into it. They can say that they are spiritual but not religious, which has become the safest sentence in the language, a way of announcing an inner life while promising to impose none of it on you. They can speak warmly of the wisdom of Indigenous peoples, of the depth of the Sufi poets, of the dignity of a Hindu festival or the discipline of Ramadan. All of this passes without friction. Much of it is admired. We have built, in the space of a few generations, a broad and genuine hospitality toward the divine in nearly all of its forms.

      I do not say this with a sneer. The hospitality is real, and it is, in many ways, an achievement. People used to kill each other over these differences, and to a remarkable degree we have stopped. So let me be the first to grant that ours is a tolerant age, perhaps the most tolerant in the history of religion, and that the tolerance extends to an enormous range of gods, practices, scriptures, and spiritual moods. There is almost nothing in the catalogue of human belief that you cannot bring into a modern room and set on the table and expect a fair hearing for.

      Almost nothing. There is one exception, and the whole of this chapter, and in a sense the whole of this book, lives inside it.

      Say the name Jesus, and mean it, and the room changes.

      Precision matters here, because the claim is easy to overstate and easy to dismiss, and the truth of it lies in a narrow and particular place. It is not that our age is hostile to religion in general. We have just seen that it is not. It is not even that our age is hostile to Christianity as a historical or cultural object. You can teach a university course on the Gospels, hang a Renaissance crucifixion in a gallery, play sacred music in a concert hall, and admire the vaulting of a cathedral, all without the slightest social cost. Christianity as heritage, as art, as the furniture of the past, is perfectly safe. What is not safe is the living thing. What is not safe is the present-tense personal confession. The trouble begins precisely at the moment a person stops discussing Jesus and starts following him, when the sentence shifts from Jesus was a remarkable teacher, which is welcome, to Jesus is my Lord, which is not.

      You can watch the shift happen on a human face. There is a particular reaction, and once you have learned to recognize it you will see it everywhere. It is not, usually, an argument. People do not, on the whole, respond to a sincere profession of faith in Christ by raising careful objections about the resurrection or the problem of evil. The reaction comes faster than that, and from somewhere lower. It is a flicker of embarrassment, on your behalf and on their own. It is a small, instant, downward adjustment of their estimate of your intelligence. It is the assumption, immediate and unspoken, that you must now also hold a whole set of opinions you have not mentioned, about politics, about other people's bodies, about who is going to hell. The name arrives trailing all of that, and the person across from you takes a half step back, not because you have said something false, but because you have said something that is somehow not done.

      You can map the boundary precisely by the phrases that cross it and the phrases that do not. Sending you good vibes is fine. Holding you in the light is fine, even lovely. I'll be praying for you, said plainly and meant, lands differently, and you can watch the other person decide whether to let it pass. Namaste at the end of a yoga class is charming. On a dating profile, spiritual draws interest while Christian quietly narrows the field, and everyone involved understands this without being told. None of it is written down anywhere. There is no rule posted on the wall. There is only a shared and unspoken sense of which spiritual words are safe to say in mixed company and which one is not, and the unsafe one is always the same one.

      Notice how unlike this is to the way we treat the other gods. The other faiths, if anything, receive an extra measure of deference in exactly the circles where Christ receives the least. To speak admiringly of Islam, of Buddhism, of the spiritual traditions of peoples the West once colonized, is not merely tolerated but counted as a small virtue, a sign of openness and breadth. A convert to Buddhism is interesting. A convert to Christ is a worry. And this cannot be explained by saying that we simply prefer the East to the West, or the minority to the majority, because the asymmetry holds even between Jesus and the gentler, vaguer versions of God that the West keeps close at hand. The higher power of the recovery meeting is welcome. The universe that listens and answers is welcome. It is the specific name, the human name, the name fastened to a particular Galilean and a particular set of claims, that the room cannot easily hold.

      Now, a fair-minded skeptic has a ready explanation for all of this, and it is a good one, and I want to give it its full weight before I say why it is not enough. The explanation is that the name of Jesus is not really a name anymore but a flag, and that the flag flies over a great deal of history that people have excellent reasons to resent. Behind the name stands an institution, and the institution has a record: crusades and inquisitions, the blessing of conquest, the long marriage of the church to empire and money and power, and in our own lifetimes the slow exposure of abuse and its concealment. Behind the name, more recently, stands a politics, a set of alliances and culture wars that have made the word Christian sound, to many ears, less like a creed than like a voting bloc. So when a person flinches at the name, the skeptic says, they are not flinching at a first-century rabbi. They are flinching at all of that, at the whole accumulated weight of what has been done in his name. The reaction is not about Jesus. It is about Christianity, which is a different thing.

      I think this is true, and I think it is important, and I think any honest believer has to sit with how much of the world's coldness toward the name we have earned. A great deal of the friction really is friction with the institution and not with the man, and where that is so, the friction is often deserved, and the right response is not to cry persecution but to feel ashamed. I am not going to wave that away. Much of the offense the church provokes is our own fault, and it is the wrong kind of offense, and it has nothing to do with the offense this book is really about.

      But the political explanation, for all its truth, cannot do the whole job, and you can see where it fails by pressing on it. If the reaction were only about the institution and its record, it would attach to the institution and fade when the institution was taken out of view. It does not. Strip the politics away entirely. Imagine the gentlest possible believer, a person with no power and no platform and no opinions to impose, someone who has been visibly kind to you, who wants nothing from you, and who says only, quietly, that they have come to love Jesus and to believe he is who he said he was. The flicker still comes. Something still tightens. The reaction has survived the removal of everything the political account said was causing it. That residue, the part that remains after every institutional and political explanation has been subtracted, is small, but it is not nothing, and it is the most interesting thing in the room. It is a reaction to the name itself.
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