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An interesting challenge 
Recently a friend who 

teaches a high school humanities 
class asked me to do a favor. As 
one of a series of presentations 
about the world's main religions, 
she wanted me to give her class 
a summary of Christianity's history, beliefs, and 
practices. She wanted me to say a little about my 
own spiritual journey, too. I was to speak for 
twenty to thirty minutes, then answer questions for 
the rest of an hour. My presentation had to be in
formational and not aimed at converting anyone. 

Preparing such a presentation was hard. It was 
helpful for me, however, because it made me re
think what I considered the real essentials of Chris
tianity to be. It made me think, too, about how to 
explain them in a way that would make sen~e to the 
class members who weren't Christians. It also 

!)® + ¢~@ made me think how to de-

lti&ll scribe Christianity in a way 
that would cover interpreta
tions that differed from mine. 

Telling our story gently and reverently 

If you've never tried to 
summarize Christianity in that 
way, I urge you to try. To start 
you off, in this issue of Con
nections I'm offering a lot of 
what I included in my talk and 
in a handout I prepared for it. 
You may disagree with how 
I'm expressing some of what 
I'm saying, and you may feel I 

Always be ready 
to make your de
fense to anyone 
who demands 
from you an ac
counting for the 
hope that is in 
you. Yet do it 
with gentleness 
and reverence. 
-1 Peter 3:15-16 

should have omitted some of what I've included 
and should have included some things I've left out. 
However, as I told the students I spoke to, probably 
no two Christians would agree on exactly how to 
state the essentials of Christianity. At a different 
time, I might even see it differently myself. 

Some scriptures important to Christians 

Now the birth of Jesus the 
Messiah took place in this 
way. When his mother Mary 
had been engaged to Joseph, 
but before they lived togeth
er, she was found to be with 
child from the Holy Spirit . ... 
An angel of the Lord ap
peared ... and said, " ... She 
will bear a son, and you are 
to name him Jesus, for he 
will save his people from 
their sins." All this took 
place to fulfill what had been 
spoken by the Lord through 
the prophet I Isaiah J: "Look, 
the virgin shall conceive and 

:~:rt~:::hail 
name hlm Em-

1~ manuel, which 
/4 ~"(() m.eans 'God is 

with us."' 
-Matthew 1: 18-23 

One of his 

disciples said &', 
to him, · , ~~1/, 

"Lord, teach , 
us to pray ... " 
He said to them, "When 
you pray, say: Father, 
hallowed be your name. 
Your kingdom come. 
Give us each day our 
daily bread. And for
give us our sins, for we 
ourselves forgive every-
one indebted to us. And I 
do not bring us to the ! 
time of trial." 1 

--Lukelt:1-4, / 
"The Lord's Pray~ 

This ism) command
ment, that you lo\e one 
another as I han loved 
you. -John 15:12, "The 
Great Commandment" 

The Advocate [comforter, helper[, the Holy Spirit, ~ 
whom the Father will send in my name, will teach 
you everything, and remind you of all that I have 
said to you. -John 14:26 

Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

. Q. Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that 
~;) ,__ ~ ; I have commanded you. And remember, I 

~ am with you always, to the end of the age. 
-Matthew 28: 19, "The Great Commission" 

When the day of Pentecost [a festival[ had come, [Jesus' 
followers) were all together in one place. And suddenly 
from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent 
wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. 
Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a 

tongue rested on each of them. All of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in 
other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 

-Acts 2:1-4, the beginning of the church 
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Jesus Christ-the center of Christianity 

Christianity centers on Jesus, the 
Christ. Christ means savior. Christians 
believe Jesus to be fully divine and also 
fully human. This is often expressed by 
calling him the Son of God. Although they disagree 
about what hell is, most Christians believe that 
commitment to Jesus saves (redeems) people from 
going to hell as punishment for their sins. 

Jesus was born in Bethlehem, in the area that 
was then called Judea, a part of what is now Israel. 
He was probably born in the year that we now call 
4 B.C. His mother, 1\1ary, was a very young woman 
traditionally understood to have been a virgin made 
pregnant by God's spirit. She was engaged to Jo
seph, a carpenter, and soon married him. 

Jesus was a Jew. His early life was spent in the 
town of Nazareth. The area was under oppressive 
Roman rule, administered by Herod, (\ 
who saw Jesus as a threat and eventu- ~'. 
ally condemned him to death. (\ _1:"f::1;'.~ 

'Jr_ ". "' ·l Jesus' earthly ministry-mainly ('),,1 i~"'· 

teaching and healing in order to show (~ ·1 •• ) / 

people what God was like-was done J "'~ c,~., 
in about three years, beginning when he was thirty. 
At age thirty-three Jesus was killed by crucifixion 
-being nailed to a wooden cross, a common way 
of killing criminals at that time. Judas, one of his 
disciples, betrayed him to the Roman authorities. 
He died and was buried, but after three days he 
emerged from his tomb (resurrection) and rose to 

heaven (ascension) after appearing sever
al times to followers. Christians believe 
he still lives in spiritual form and will 
live forever. They believe he will return 
to earth at a future time, but they disagree 
about when and how this will happen. 

Christians celebrate Jesus' birth at Christmas 
and his resurrection at Easter. 

The Bible-God's word for Christians 

The Bible is the book of writings (scriptures) 
that Christians believe is the word of God. The 
Bible's contents existed in oral form and as scat
tered writings for many years before they were put 
into the written form that is now called the Bible. 

Researchers continue to find previously~ 
unknown early versions of these writ-
ings (such as the Dead Sea Scrolls). 
causing reconsideration of what the 
meaning of certain parts of 1he Bible might be. 

In its present fonr, lh~ Bible is divided into 
hooks, with each book divided into chapters and 
each chapter di\ ided into verses. These divisions 
are main Iv r,)r convenience: some have no relation 
to logi..:al.groupings of the contents. The books that 

arc considered legitimate parts of the 
Bible are called the "canon." Not all 
Christian groups agree, however, on 
cx:ictly which hooks belong in the can
on or on the order they belong in. 

The best-known translation of the Bible into En
glish was authorized by King James I of England in 
1611. Many English-speaking Christians consider it 
still to be the version with the greatest poetic and 
literary value. However, many believe that recent 
English translations more accurately reflect the 
original documents' meaning and communicate the 
Bible's message more effectively today. 

Two testaments-two covenants 

The Bible is divided into two main parts, the 
Old Testament and the New Testament. "Testa
ment" in this usage refers to "covenant," meaning 
an agreement or relationship that God ti 

established with God's followers. {, 1; · · 
r..i,_ 

The Old Testament was e, 7 z;,.J > 

originally written in Hebrew. ~ :~,t~ .. '. ,';·-'I·.,·. 
The first book, Genesis, includes : ·,·. 'C' ·· "· . . ,_,/"~ ( ~i 
stories of how God created the -o~ .. ,..,,.,...., · ·· · 
world. The Old Testament contains mainly laws, 
history, prophecy (messages that God instructs cer
tain people to deliver), wise sayings, and poetry. It 
describes the religious life of ancient Israel. 

~ The New Testament was 
~ originally written in Greek, with 

small parts in Aramaic, the lan
guage that Jesus spoke. The New Testament is 
much smaller than the Old Testament. The New 
Testament tells mainly about Jesus' life and teach
ings, and about the beginning of the church. How
ever, the earliest part of the New Testament was not 
written until about twenty years after Jesus' death. 



BooksaboutJesusandthechurch 

The first four books-Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John-are accounts of 
Jesus' life. They are called the gospels. 
The first three contain similar material and 
arc called "synoptic," meaning "having the 
same view," but they differ in their approach and in 
many details. All four gospels were written by peo
ple who were followers of Jesus during or soon af
ter his lifetime. "Gospel'' means "good news." 
Sometimes it refers to these four books, and some
times it refers to the whole message of Christ. 

~ 
\ 

(: ~ 
z_ __ Lft 

The fifth book, The Acts of the 
Aposties (usually called ''Acts'') de
scribes the beginning of the church. 
Many other New Testament books 
were written by Paul or his followers. 
Paul lived after Jesus and was original

ly an enemy of the early Christians. However, he 
was converted and called by God to spread the gos
pel to Gentiles (non-Jewish people). He started 
many churches, in areas that are now mostly in 
Greece, Italy, and Turkey. He continued to guide 
them by sending them letters that were copied and 
passed around among churches, and those letters 

came to be considered scripture. ,. ':':r_o q O On 
The last book of the New Tes- -~ .. ,\,,t\.:t'A '(,!,:' ; i I /. 'i ', ·,f,, 

tament, The Revelation to John ·· 1. 1 . L J , 
(usually called "Revelation") describes a · · c ·· 

time when God's rule will be complete. This book 
is in a style called "apocalyptic," which also ap
pears in other parts of the Bible. It uses images and 
symbols to tell about a future time. Christians dis
agree about how it should be interpreted, 

Some widely used Christian terms 

• Grace means God's gifts or favor, given without 
our doing anything to earn or deserve them, {lZ 
• The Trinity is the name for the three 
ways in which people experience God, 
They are usually called Father (creator, provider), 
Son (Jesus, savior), and Holy Spirit (Holy Ghost, 
Spirit of God, Spirit of Christ, often symbolized by 
a dove, wind, or flame). "Trinity" is not in the 

Bible. Its use began in the early centuries of €~ 
the church. The Trinity is often symbol- 6,/_~ 
ized by three-part symmetrical figures. V , .......... 
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• Atonement means making amends or restoring a 
broken relationship. Most Christians believe that 
Jesus was sinless but that he died to pay the penalty 
for the sin of all humankind. Jesus' death restored 
the broken relationship between God and _ 
human beings, and his resurrection showed . , I 
his power over death. For this reason, the -~ .. r 
cross, representing Jesus' death and resur-
rection, is the main symbol of Christianity. 

• Sin is behavior that opposes what God 1.,:ant·, 

• Conversion (new birth, being ''born ag;im'') 

means accepting Jesus Christ as one's savior and 
thus spiritually entering a new kind oflife. 

• Repentance means turning around~hangmg the 
direction of one's life as a result of becoming 
aware of one's sin and turning away from it. 

• Evangelism comes from the Greek word for 
"good news." It means communicating the good 
news of Jesus Christ, often with the aim of per
suading someone to become a Christian. 

·A': , -~ ~. • Disciples are followers of a master, (. ':, ~il 1

1':( \ ;l who are learning to be like him. Twelve 
\ I ,, , :),"" " men have traditionally been portrayed 
\ I ! : }I' : a~ Jes~s_' orig_in~l disciple~. However, 
.JJ E.l ~ li.T his ongmal disciples also mcluded 
women who traveled with him and financed his 

' 
ministry. Also the first witnesses to his resurrection 
were women. The early church called one of them, 
Mary of Magdaia, "the apostle to the apostles." 

• Apostles often means "disciples." However, 
"apostles" can mean people to whom God gives 
special assignments like starting new churches. 

• Sacraments are symbolic M~.J 
actions based on eve~ts in Je-_ 
sus' life, through which God is ,~ 
reveal~d or ac~owle~ged. On~ ! r; 
is baptism-bemg spnnkled with ...,l.:.fWI 'iaa.-.. 
water or immersed in water. Baptism represents 
being cleansed of sin and spiritually born into new 
life. Another is Holy Communion, also called the 
Eucharist or the Lord's Supper. It consists of eating 
bread that represents Christ's body, and drinking 

wine or juice that represents 
Christ's blood. Some church 
groups also consider other reli
gious practices to be sacraments . 
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The church, the body of Christ 

The church includes all Christians-those who 
have lived in earlier times and those who are alive 
today. However, Christians often use "church" to 
mean a particular group of Christians such as a de
nomination or local congregation, or the building in 
which they meet. Over the centuries the church has 
evolved into two main branches--eastem and west
ern-and many other divisions, because of different 
interpretations of Christian beliefs and practices. 

Christians consider the church to be the body of 
Christ-the human group in whom the Holy Spirit 
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An interesting challenge
summarizing Christianity 

I give you a new com
mandment, that you love 
one another. Just as I have 
loved you, you also should 
love one another. By this everyone 
will know that you are my disciples, 
if vou have love for one another. 

• -John 13:34-35 

What does the Lord 
require of you but 
to do justice, and to 
love kindness, and 
to walk humbly 

tlOl'r 
l\!Klf 

with your 
God. 
-Micah 6:8 

"The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed 
me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to pro
claim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the 

blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim 
-~ the year of the Lord's favor." ... Then 
-L~, IJesusl began to say to them, "Today this 

· l' ' ·\ scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." 
--Luke 4:18-19, 21 

now lives. They believe that God 
now calls the church to do the 
kinds of ministries that Jesus' 
earthly, human body did during 

his earthly lifetime-making disciples, teaching, 
healing, freeing people from all 
kinds of oppression, and doing 
other acts of love and justice that 
show the world what God is like 
and how God wants all people to live. 

That's my description of Christianity. I hope it 

helps you to think about yours. ~----
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If you've just discovered Connections 
and you want to start receiving it monthly, send me your 
name, mailing address, and $5 for the coming year's 
issues. If you want any of the 5½ years' back ~~
issues that are available, add $5 to~ each year =.- ,:;:I::_:__ 
you want. For more information, wnte me at _ 1 tl 
the address above, phone 254-773-2625, ~· 1~~ .. 
e-mail BCWendland@aol.com, or on the ~ ?L 
Internet, see http://www.vvm.com/-bcwendland. 

I'm a United Methodist lay woman, and I'm neither a 
church employee nor a clergyman's wife. Connections is 
a one-person ministry that I do on my own initiative and 
partly at my own expense, speaking only for myself._ 
Connections currently goes to about 12,000 people 1n all 
50 states-laity and clergy in at least 12 church denomi
nations and some non-churchgoers. 


