Book Review

“The Hole in Our Gospel,” by Richard Stearns
For I was hungry, while you had all you needed. I was thirsty, but you drank bottled water. I was a stranger, and you wanted me deported. I needed clothes, but you needed more clothes. I was sick, and you pointed out the behaviors that led to my sickness. I was in prison, and you said I was getting what I deserved.

 -- Matthew 25: 41-43 (RESV -- Richard E. Stearns Version)

Richard Stearns, the president of World Vision, says evangelical have forgotten the whole Gospel, which includes not just preaching the Gospel but  also performing the Gospel by caring for the poor, the sick, the prisoners and the oppressed, as God commands us. We've ignored or over-spiritualized passages such as Matthew 25:41-43. I’ve some well-known preachers say "feeding the poor has nothing to do with" the Great Commission, as found in Matthew 28:19-20, which commands us to “teach (disciples) to obey all that I have commanded you.” If that were true, then we would have to “highlight” our Bibles with a black Magic Marker to remove passages such as this, the words Jesus used to launch his public ministry:

The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written:

     "The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

          because he has anointed me

          to preach good news to the poor.

       He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

          and recovery of sight for the blind,

       to release the oppressed,

       to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."

    -- Luke 4:17-19 

Did Jesus mean "poor" in only a figurative, spiritual sense? Did he only mean spiritually hungry or spiritual prisoners? I think the rest of Scripture – James 1:27, Isaiah 58:6-8 to name two -- supports the idea that Jesus was being literal and advocating that “proclaiming freedom to the prisoners” means more than passing out tracts. God was certainly literal about it in the Old Testament, Stearns points out. It contains regulations for caring for the poor, the sick, aliens and even the environment. For instance, there's the Sabbath Year, the Year of Jubilee. Stearns also points out that the tithe, the tenth to be given as first fruits of their income, was the minimum expected from believers and was used not only to support the Temple and the priesthood but also to help the poor. Stearns also offers example after example that being faithful and consistent in this effort helps reach the world with the Gospel since it demonstrates tangibly the love of Christ. Acts 2:42-47 makes it clear that a major reason the first church in Jerusalem grew was that they cared for "anyone as he had need." (Acts 2:42-47)

In his book, which recently won the 2010 Christian Book of the Year award from the Evangelical Christian Publishers Association, Stearns tells how God gripped his heart with the plight of the poor. It also contains many individual stories of how God touched hearts and changed lives around the world with the Gospel. There also are a lot of statistics. For instance, 26,500 children die in underdeveloped countries every day of treatable diseases -- the equivalent of 200 plane crashes every day. Another statistic is that the average "Christian" in America gives just over 2 percent of his income to church every year. Of that, the average "Christian" church gives just 2 percent to world missions. That's just 2 percent of 2 percent going toward meeting the needs of the impoverished.

In a way, this is a very discouraging book as so many of us Christians are obsessed with things not directly related to the Gospel. Stearns’ book challenges us to reorient our priorities as individuals and as members of the Christian community in how we approach the poor at home and around the world.

For more information: www.theholeinourgospel.com/.

