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unChristian: The Image Problem 
Fewer and fewer people are coming to church these days.  Since the 50s, when churches like this one were overflowing with people, things have been changing.  All across the world, fewer people are participating in the work of the church.  Why?  Well, it depends on who you ask.  Some say there are too many other things to do.  Some say people have gotten lazy.  Others say the church has become a social club.  The authors of a new book say it’s because we are unChristian.  
“Christianity has an image problem…I doubt this (news) surprises you.  But it brings up important questions.  Just what exactly do people think about Christians and Christianity?  Why do these perceptions exist?  Do they reflect reality?  And why do people’s perceptions matter—should they matter—to Christ followers?”


That is how David Kinnaman begins the book, unChristian.  It began as a 3-month research project and turned into a book that took three years to write.  The author is a devout Christian, a self-described conservative evangelical, who works for a Christian research firm called “The Barna Group.”  

His good friend came to him one day and said, in more or less words, “I’m quitting my job.  Young people have a negative perception of Christianity, and if we don’t do something the church will die.”  So they did something.  They worked together to compile data from people all across the United States—people who go to church and people who don’t, the young and the old, pastors and laity—to find out why people aren’t going to church.  The core of their research was interviews with 16-29 year olds, who don’t go to church nearly as often as their parents and grandparents did when they were that age.  And those young people, along with the data the authors gathered, all point to one inescapable fact: Christianity has an image problem.  

In 2 Corinthians 3.2, Paul tells church people, “You yourselves are our letter…to be known and read by all.”  Whether or not we realize it, we wear our faith on our sleeves wherever we go.  This is especially true in a small town, where people know us and our families and where we go to church.  And they associate our behaviors with our churches.  Have you considered what kind of “letters” your actions write to people who are outside the church?


If the data compiled in unChristian is any indication—and it is because other research projects have confirmed their findings—the letters we’re writing aren’t being received well.  75% of Americans consider themselves Christians, yet only slightly more than half that number goes to church regularly.
   Only 18% of people age 29 and under attend church regularly.
  But you don’t need statistics to tell you that; just look around.  How many teenagers do you see?  How many people my age do you see?  Kelsey, Ashley, Amanda, Caitlin, Kerry and I are exceptions to the rule.  This church is somewhat of an exception, as we have more young people than most churches our size do.  Young people are far less likely to be church-going Christians today than in past generations.  Why?  We have an image problem.  

It’s not that young people today don’t believe in God; they do.  It’s not that they think spirituality is unimportant; they think it’s very important.  They just don’t particularly feel like the faith we portray is genuine.  They don’t think we practice what we preach.    


Before I share with you how they see faith, and why they think ours is unChristian, I want to share with you why it matters.  This morning we read the parable of the lost sheep.  In that parable, Jesus bucks conventional wisdom.  He says that if a shepherd has 100 sheep and one is lost, the shepherd should leave the 99 to care for the one.  There are plenty of lost sheep in today’s world.  And plenty of Christians would just as soon leave them be as leave the 99 to bring them back to the fold.  I have colleagues in ministry who care about truth more than relationships; they’d far rather preach to the sheep as it runs away than bring it back to the fold.  But Jesus is clear—“It is not the will of your Father that one of these little ones should be lost.”  If we as Christians want to follow Christ, we’ve got to take seriously the call to find those separated from the fold and bring them back.  We’ve got to take relationships with those outside the church seriously, even when they’re tepid about having a relationship with us.  Why are they unenthusiastic about organized Christianity?  

We have an image problem.  The research says there are six things people think about us that keep them away—they think we are hypocritical, overly focused on conversions, anti-homosexual, judgmental, out of touch, and too political.  These are the negative images people outside the church have of us inside the church.  91% of 16-29 year olds see us as anti-homosexual; 87% see us as judgmental; 85% as hypocritical.  You may or may not agree with that data.  Hopefully, you see the church as a place of loving acceptance rather than judgmental hypocrisy.  But not everyone does.  And perception is reality.  The way we are perceived is the way we are to those outside the church.  

But it’s not just the one sheep who runs from the flock who feels that way.  16-29 year olds who go to church have nearly the same negative images of Christianity.  

Paul calls on us to be open letters for all the world to read, yet people outside the church know us for what we oppose instead of what we advocate.  They know us for being anti-culture and anti-gay and anti-reason.  That depresses me more than any of the other data, for Jesus didn’t commission us to be against the hungry and the poor and orphaned; Jesus commissioned us to care for the hungry and the poor and the orphaned.  We are called to be people of faith, hope, and love, yet that’s the last thing the people who drive by on 219 after church will think of us as we go to our cars.  


There are far more Christians that churchgoers in this country, and they read their Bibles.  They know the stories of our faith, and they like them.  75% of outsiders believe Christianity has good principles and values.  So why don’t they come to church? They like the morals the shepherd teaches; they just don’t see other sheep who live those morals.  So they leave the flock.  

A few weeks ago, there was a young man sitting on the steps leading to my office.  He is probably 18 or 19.  I spoke, because he hangs out around the church a lot, usually using our wireless internet.  Just as I began walking away, I saw that he had a cigarette behind his back.  I said, “Man, are you smoking—outside my office? Come on, man, that stuff will kill you.”


That night I started reading unChristian, and I realized that I behaved just like his generation would expect a Christian to behave.  The next day he was back, using our wireless, so I apologized to him for judging him out in front of his friends and telling him something he already knew as if he didn’t.


He said, “It’s cool.  I expect old people to judge me.  Don’t worry about it.”  I wasn’t real happy about being called an “old” person, but that wasn’t the point.  He expected me—the minister—to judge him, and I met his expectation.  Therein lies the problem.  My problem.  Our problem.  People know us for what we oppose instead of what we advocate.  They expect us not to practice what we preach.  

“If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray?”


Our image problem is causing sheep to run away.  People turn on the TV and feel judged.  People go out to eat and hear Christians talking behind each other’s backs.  People drive by our doors and see them closed, especially to certain people.  This is a major problem if we take Jesus’ command to tend sheep, especially the ones who leaves the flock, seriously.  Why?  Because it gives them an image of Christianity that is unChristian.  


People are not skeptical of Christ so much as they are of Christians.  They appreciate the shepherd who will stop at nothing to rescue the one who goes lost, and they are longing for someone to do the same for them.  It would be enough of a lesson to learn the way people feel about us, even if they won’t say it out loud.  But Christ calls us further—Christ calls us to do something about it.  So come to this table and receive grace, which you can then freely give to those you shepherd throughout the week.  Then come back next week, so we can work together on how to practice what Jesus preaches.  Amen.         
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