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Houston, We Have a Problem

I hate roosters.

That’s probably not what you expected the first line of this
book to say. But it’s true. I hate them. I hear you—hate is a strong
word. And yet here, I mean it.

My intense hatred toward roosters began while I was on a
summer mission trip to Panama during my college years. We had
spent most of our time on campuses there sharing the Gospel and
helping the local campus ministries to develop. For the last full week
though, we split into smaller teams and traveled to various rural
areas to show the Jesus film to locals in their language and in
partnership with local churches. My whole team stayed in a small
house which some friends of the ministry had graciously lent to us.
We arrived late at night, tired, in the dark, and unsure of what
awaited us. As we set up our sleeping bags on the floor and laid our
heads down to sleep, we couldn’t see much of our surroundings...but
wow, did we ever hear them! I was rudely awakened in the middle of
the night (it must have been 3 a.m.) by the shrill cock-a-doodle-doo
of—you guessed it—a rooster.

Growing up learning like all urban schoolchildren that
roosters crow at the break of dawn, I assumed this rooster must be

drunk. But much to my dismay, this continued at fairly regular
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intervals throughout the rest of the night, and our first rooster friend
also happened to wake up several others, along with some
neighbourhood dogs! I learned that night that roosters crowing at
dawn is a myth. Roosters crow whenever the heck they feel like it!

This book, much like annoying roosters at 3 a.m., may come
as a bit of a rude awakening to you. The hardest things to accept in
life are often the ones we don’t see coming, or that challenge the
things we’ve always believed and the ways we’ve always lived. This
book aims to do just that: to challenge the things you may have
always believed and the ways you may have always lived. However, I
sincerely hope that you don’t come out the other side hating it. I hope
and pray that God’s Spirit uses the work He has been doing in my life
over the last decade and a half to work in your life too. And in my
humble opinion, the Western Church needs a rude awakening like
this. I needed it. Let me tell you why...

I grew up in a middle-class suburban home in eastern Canada.
My parents were both Christians, and I was raised going to church
and Sunday school. I came to believe in Jesus as my Lord and Saviour
at an early age. I also had all of my basic needs provided for and never
had to question whether they would be. Not rich by North America’s
standards necessarily, but certainly rich by the world’s standards.

My parents were very involved with the church. Aside from
the youth group though, the church itself did not seem overly excited
about reaching out beyond itself to anyone who was not already a
part of its ranks. As I came to understand the significance of Jesus’
death on the cross for me, I began to be more open about my faith
with my classmates. I began to care about whether they knew about
Jesus. I even got to help a few people discover who Jesus was for
themselves. But the more I grew in my passion to help others
discover Jesus, the more I saw a disconnect between what came so
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naturally to me as I came to know God more (living for God and
others rather than myself) and what I saw in my church (at times, it
seemed like our 100-year-old building mattered more than the
people in or outside of it).

My parents were very generous with their money from what I
could tell, giving to church, sponsoring a child in Africa, and giving
to several other charitable organizations, I'm sure. But as the years
went on, it also seemed like our goal in life as a family was to move
up the ranks of the middle-class. More big purchases. More
entertainment. A more beautiful yard. A more stylish kitchen. It
started to seem like if we could afford it and it made us more
comfortable by the world’s standards, we bought it. I'm not judging
them; that’s the way it is with most people these days, and it makes
sense from a certain perspective on life. At the time, I questioned
whether some of these things were really necessary, but I still wasn’t
fully informed in the ways of the world.

Meanwhile, my own goals in life were driven mainly by my
desire for the respect and accolades of others, and most significantly,
to find a girl who would love me and think I was everything to her.
These were the places that I looked to for hope. But when I began to
start really reading and understanding the Bible for myself, I also
began to experience more and more internal conflict with many of
these goals and desires that I had taken so much for granted as
normal growing up. I began to see a problem, not just “out there,”
but in my own heart. I began to wake up.

See, the problem with Western Christianity today is that
Christians have become almost indistinguishable from the rest of
society. From dream homes to stockpiling for retirement, from

1 This may not actually be entirely fair, but this was my perspective as a kid.
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Range Rovers to watching hours upon hours of television every
evening, from gated suburban communities to making friends with
only those who share your values, it’s pretty tough sometimes to tell
who is who, aside from who’s on the roads on Sunday mornings and
who’s sleeping in. And even that is not so clear-cut anymore.

The confusion is not that so many who are outside the Church
have all of a sudden become drastically more loving and kind
(although many are loving and kind), and it is not that most
Christians are not these things (though, sadly, many are not). The
difference, or rather the similarity, between the Church and those
outside of it is strangely in what we have collectively come to value.
In fact, though what it means to be a Christian and what it means to
be a materialist may normally be defined in stark contrast to one
another, the casual observer might be tempted to think that the two
look surprisingly alike today based on the practical outcomes of their
lives! Though our beliefs may differ, the result of how we live is that
the Church in North America has become strikingly similar to those
standing outside of it in all but our intellectual beliefs. We have
developed what I call a “Christian Materialism.”

The term is a paradox. Christianity and materialism are two
ways of seeing the world which do not wish to be caught occupying
the same bed. They are polar opposites at their core. On the one
hand, Christianity acknowledges the existence of God and a spiritual
realm beyond our physical existence. Our world is not the way it is
supposed to be, but there is an eternal existence after death, and so
the end goal is not just what we see immediately around us, but
rather to spend eternity with God in a New Heavens and New Earth
when Jesus returns to make all things right again. Materialism, by
contrast, holds that there is nothing beyond the physical world, that
everything in existence is composed of matter and matter alone, and
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that when we die, we die. There is nothing to live for after this life, so
we should live for the here and now. What we see around us is all that
matters. Christianity and materialism are contradictory by their very
natures. And yet, I think Christian Materialism is precisely the best
description of what has occurred in the modern Church. Many
Christians today may hold a different view from materialists on
things like salvation and the afterlife, but if you followed them
around for a week or two, you might not notice too much of a
difference.

Well, that’s not entirely true. We probably attend church on
Sundays, perhaps a weeknight Bible study, and our kids might be
homeschooled. But the way we spend our money looks mostly the
same, plus maybe a few charities and a sponsored child. Our
suburban homes, expensive cars and larger-than-necessary
televisions are not all that different from those belonging to our next
door neighbours. Our weddings are just as extravagant. Our pursuit
of an early retirement and all the traveling, golfing and gardening we
will do when we finally get there is just as much on our minds as it is
on anybody else’s. The most exciting thing we do during the week is
collapse into our recliner after work and tune out the rest of the
world. A good chicken wing trumps getting to know our neighbours
any day! Nobody thinks we’re kind of weird for the way we’re living
out our priorities in life. Too few people are thinking “What do they
have that I don’t have?” In fact, the more common thought when our
friends find out about our faith may sadly be “Why do I need God if
my life looks just like yours?”

See, your beliefs may be just that to the people around you: a
set of beliefs that do not heavily impact the way you live your life, and
at that point, you have to ask whether they really count as beliefs!
Christian Materialism combines an intellectual belief in God and
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salvation by faith alone through Jesus Christ with a functional belief
that this world is all there is and we should strive to be as comfortable
as possible in it. In other words, we believe there is more to this life
than just what we can see in this world, but we live as though that
were not true. We live differently from what we proclaim. Our
functional values are different from our intellectual values. Jesus
called this hypocrisy.

Could it be that one of the reasons why so many people have
become disillusioned with the Church and with religion in general
today is for this very reason? Could it be that the practical
outworkings of our faith are not significant enough to warrant very
much attention from our friends and neighbours and co-workers?
And could it be that we are actually missing out as a result on the
truly abundant life that Jesus promised us, substituting in its place a
definition of ‘abundant’ that has instead been given to us by our
culture?

When Jesus said that anyone who wants to become His
disciple must deny himself, take up his cross and follow Him, what
do you think He had in mind (Mark 8:34)?2 Somehow, I very much
doubt that it was for all of His followers to make it their goal in life to
become as comfortable as possible here and now. If comfort was the
goal, the disciples certainly did a very poor job of it between all of the
lashes they received and their eventual martyrdoms. When Jesus
prayed for those who would believe in Him to be one with one
another and with God so that the world may believe in Him, what do
you think He was imagining (John 17:21)? Surely He was not
thinking that gated communities and private Christian schools would

2 All Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version, unless
otherwise cited.
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be their defining characteristics. When Jesus talked about the
abundant life which He came to give to the world, surely He was not
referring to a triple-car garage and hours upon hours of watching
Netflix.

Yet, we are distracted by all of these things so easily. Perhaps
it is little wonder that the Church is growing far more rapidly in other
parts of the world where such comforts are not as readily available.
Those who know no physical comfort may more easily recognize their
need for God’s spiritual comfort; and those who know God under
such circumstances may stand out more amongst their neighbours
for their hope, and be more motivated to share the life they have
discovered in Jesus with the people around them. The question is:
What does this look like in a culture of six-figure salaries, $500
grocery bills and an obsession with reality dating shows? How do we
cut away what doesn’t really matter in order to see daily what truly
does? How do we recognize the idols and materialist philosophies
which have subtly crept into our priorities and have become so
pervasive in the lives of even the most committed to following the
teachings of Jesus? This is what I hope we can explore in this book.

But before we continue, I want to clear up a few possible
misconceptions. First, I am not saying that the people around us
cannot observe differences in our lives apart from how we spend our
money and how we live out our material priorities. Jesus said that
His disciples would be known by their love for one another (John
13:35). Our hope in difficult circumstances certainly also stands out.
Our joy in the midst of pain stands out. Our peace in the midst of
uncertainty stands out. Even our friendliness towards the people
around us can be a difference maker (especially in a culture of
keeping to ourselves!). But it’s also true that all of these aspects of
our faith are impacted by our functional beliefs. Who exactly is
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included in your love? What precisely is the source of your hope? Is
your joy rooted in Gospel truths, or is it rooted in the immediate
pleasantness (or lack thereof) of your circumstances? Is your peace
the result of a destiny bound up with Jesus, or is it actually more
correlated to how much money is in your bank account? Does your
friendliness regularly go outside of your comfort zone?

See, if we live as Christian Materialists, we may on the one
hand be less likely to experience a positive difference in these other
areas of our lives as well. But we also may think that we already have
these things when in fact they are really counterfeits built on much
more of a materialistic worldview than a Christian one. In addition,
living inconsistently with what we believe hurts our credibility to a
world which is often eager to see our credibility hurt. I hope that this
book will help us to identify some of these inconsistencies in our lives
and help us to take action in order to become more and more
dedicated to living a life completely sold out to Jesus Christ.

Second, I am not saying that all of the examples I have
mentioned above (such as private Christian schools and Netflix) are
inherently wrong. They’re not. After all, I have an Xbox (username
TOBContD, look me up). What I am saying, though, and what I will
contend in the following pages, is that there should be a noticeable
difference between the lives of believers in Jesus when compared
with those of our neighbours and friends who do not follow Jesus.
There should be a distinguishable difference in what we value and
how we live in accordance with our values. And sometimes, our
greatest pursuits in life appear to be a lot more about things like Xbox
and Netflix than they are about what Jesus actually calls us to live
for. I will unpack what I mean in the following pages; all I ask for the
time being is that you read with a humble heart and mind, earnestly
seeking to live a life which is more like His. We humans have a
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tendency to get overly defensive when our lifestyle and choices are
put under the microscope. However, if we are serious about being
disciples of Jesus, the microscope must become our friend, as must
the person looking through it. If you're on board with that, then we
have the same goal. Let’s be friends.

Third, I want to be clear that I am not putting myself on some
morally superior pedestal here. I am far, far, far from following Jesus
the way I believe He calls me to. I write not from a position of moral
authority, but rather of humble realization and a desire for others to
experience what I have only begun to experience. Christians have
commonly been described as beggars showing other beggars where
to find bread, and I put myself in a similar position in what I am
writing here. I long for Christ’s Church to be fully who she is and for
the Holy Spirit, working through God’s Word, to convict and correct
and sanctify us where we may have gone astray so that people can see
and meet and know Jesus through us. My heart is that people would
know Jesus and come with us to see Him face to face one day. My
heart is that Christians (myself included) would live like Jesus so that
others may have a compelling reason to believe in Him too. This is
what drives me to write. I hope you will join me in this quest, no
matter what it may cost you, no matter how uncomfortable it may
seem. If we earnestly desire to live sold out for Jesus, we must learn
to see life outside of the box of only what we can physically touch and
perceive. We must learn to see God Himself as our ultimate prize
rather than only striving to become as comfortable as possible here
and now. We must learn to see God as truly beautiful...
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