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Reinier Sonneveld, from an e-mail to the 
publisher:

ÔIt is an old, extremely old story, but it interests me 
immensely. Stronger still, I believe it. And I see two 

billion people around me who believe it.

What inspires this two billion? Why is 
Christianity the fastest growing religion world-wide?

Sometimes I ride my bike past a church building, 
and I still don't get it: how is it possible that all these 
buildings are topped with an instrument of torture, a 

cross? How can something like that be inspiring?

Later I can still feel it down to my toes, that this is 
actually the greatest and most gripping tale that could 

ever be told.

Let me try it.Õ

A short, friendly and contemporary 
introduction to the Christian faith. For 

anyone who doesn't believe, a discovery. For 
anyone who does believe, a rediscovery.
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Could there be more?

There was a teenager who lived in a college 
dormitory that was  a bit of a fire-hazard, with a lot of 

woodwork everywhere, and loads of rubbish laying 

about in the hallway. After a feast in the dorm, he was 
awakened at about three in the morning, because in 

the room above him, a television set was  suddenly 
blaring at full volume. He complained, got no 

reaction, and still half asleep, stumbled upstairs. 

There was  no one in the room. Evidently the 
television had switched itself on. Very unusual, but it 

can happen.
Then he gasped. A jacket lay smouldering against 

the gas  fire. If the television had not suddenly 

switched itself on at full volume, the dormitory would 
have gone up in smoke.

There was once another young guy, who – just like 

the first one – did his  best to bid farewell to God. But 

he was in love with a Christian girl and, well yeah, he 
went with her to her church once. There he heard 

them sing a song, and he couldn’t get the words  out of 
his  head. He went to another service, and they sang 

the same song, and the words  continued to swirl 

around in his  head. This  annoyed him immensely, 
because he found it a dreary and aggravating song. It 

was about the crucifixion and stuff…
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‘If I ever hear that song again,’ he said to a friend, 

intending it to be in mockery, ‘then I’ll take it as  a 
sign.’ A couple of days later he was just walking in the 

street, somewhere in a new housing development, and 

there in front of his  feet lay a note, with exactly the 
same words  written on it that he couldn’t get out of 

his head.

One evening, this  second guy had a few friends 

round. He told them this  story, and one of his  guests 
added to it with his own amazing experiences.

This irritated the other guest. ‘You, with your tall 
stories. I’ve never noticed anything like that from 

God,’ she said. ‘It’s  only when I’m watching nature 

films  that I sense anything about him. So when will I 
get a sign?’

And then, within a minute of her saying that, a 
neighbour rang the doorbell unexpectedly, with a 

nature film in his hand.

What do you do with stories like these?

Perhaps you have heard the testimony of people 
interviewed on the BBC programme Songs of Praise, 

where week by week different stories  are told. Maybe 

you have listened to some clairvoyant on TV, and 
have been mystified by the way names  and incidents 

are revealed. Or a friend has recounted a wonderful 
event in Africa, where a medicine man was  able to go 

on a supernatural spirit-journey, and could describe 
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in detail complete cities  where he could never have 

been before.
More than ninety percent of humanity believes  in 

miracles, small interventions  of a supernatural reality. 

I believe in them anyway. That first story was told to 
me by the person who was  involved. The critical guy 

in the second story was  me. In that third story I was 
the one who opened the door and received, totally 

unexpectedly, a dvd of  Microcosmos.

If you haven’t experienced anything like this  at 
first hand, then I would say, ask a couple of friends  – 

even pester them a bit, because most people are 
hesitant to talk about this  kind of thing – and the 

stories will come pouring out.

Does  that mean there is  ‘therefore’ something higher? 

The three stories above suggest there is, just as  all the 
millions  of other stories  do. At least, I really don’t 

know how I could explain it otherwise. Coincidence? 

Certainly, it can be coincidental. But all of them 
coincidences? That would be far-fetched, to say the 

least. If you were to pick up your mobile right now, 
and punch in a random number, and got Robbie 

Williams  on the line, then surely you could say that’s 

coincidence, and that would even be true – but it is 
far-fetched.

It’s the same with God. If you have never 
experienced such a miracle, then it sounds  too good 

to be true. But what about the millions  of people who 

have actually experienced it? They find it virtually 
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impossible to deny God after that. They understand 

perfectly that others  are unbelievers  – that’s what they 
were themselves  for a while. But if you had ever 

found that smouldering jacket, or that odd note, or 

that dvd of Microcosmos – what else can you do but 
believe in it?

The numerous  religions in this world are attempts 
to do something positive with these life-experiences. 

Not denying them, not explaining them away, but 

letting them stand just as  we naturally experience 
them as  human beings, namely, as  real signs  of 

something higher.

What this book is about

This little book is  a short introduction to one of these 
religions: Christianity. Why only this  one? If you are 

travelling in a foreign land, then a guided tour by one 
of the locals  is  far and away the best, and preferable 

to a tour with another outsider who also has  to get 

everything from the guidebook. That’s  how pointless  I 
think it is  to make claims  about religions  that you 

have never been personally involved with. Only in 
Christianity I am a local, I know the odd customs of 

this  ‘land’, know where the best lookout points are, 

and OK then, dear reader, I will gladly give you a 
guided tour.

I notice that tourists  from the Western societies 
think that my homeland is  very small and 

unremittingly condensed. Nevertheless, one in three 

citizens  of the world calls  himself a Christian, and 
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with 2.2 billion of them, they comprise the greatest 

movement ever seen. The Christian faith is  truly the 
only one that can be called universal: the only one 

that is  represented in every quarter of the globe and 

among all its  peoples. And although it appears  to be 
the reverse in the West, it is  also seen world-wide as 

the fastest growing religion, currently at 4.7% a year. 
And as  if that were not enough, its  adherents seem to 

be happier and healthier on average (!) and even live 

longer.
Naturally, something like this  requires  an 

explanation. What is  it that impresses  so many 
people? How could it have been sustained for 2,000 

years  and still remain young? That’s  what this  little 

book is about: what inspires Christians?

Coincidence? Certainly, it can be 
coincidental. But all  of  them 

coincidences? 
That would be far-fetched…
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Why a God?

All that fuss between religions
All religions  know the amazing experiences  that I 

mentioned, all religions  believe intensely that there is 
a ‘higher truth’, and all religions  divide this  broadly 

between a good and a bad side. I can’t think of 

anything else, where we are more in agreement than 
this! I suspect that there are fewer people who think 

the world is  round. Why not be at one with each 
other then, and live together peacefully?

We have tried it – we have tried it with the best 

means  and the best intentions  at our disposal – but it 
hasn’t worked. The first Christian leader, Peter, would 

not cut himself off from Judaism, nor Mohammed 
from Christianity, nor the Buddha from Hinduism. 

But despite the genius  of these three people, it hasn’t 

succeeded. And in spite of all the dialogue between 
the religions  that has  been undertaken since the 

nineteenth century, there has  never existed a feasible 
‘church of all religions’, however open, warm and 

well-meaning the dialogue was. 

Becoming wise through damage and shame, the 
most religious thinkers have come to this  conclusion: 

there have to be a few radical differences  between the 
religions that all our benevolence and mental capacity 

cannot reconcile. (And do we really have to? History 

knows  disgraceful religious  wars, but even many more 
examples  of religious  peace. People who have been in 
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radical disagreement have, even so, more often lived 

peacefully together. The most violent religious 
conflicts  have not been between religions, but within 

religions, just as  the most violent rows  are not really 

between neighbours, but are family conflicts. What 
would it be like if there were to be just one great 

religion?)

Something or Someone

Let me try to explain what these deep differences  of 
opinion are. That will be difficult, because it requires 

someone who has  ‘lived in’ all the different religions 
and can fairly describe them from the inside out – 

and such a person doesn’t exist. What we can do, 

however, is  reproduce what causes  the religious 
dialogues to break down. And it seems  that the most 

important point of difference lies  in this: whether 
there is eventually either a Something or a Someone.

The issue is  this. Practically all religions  certainly 

believe in gods, in ancestors  and demons, but these 
are still not the most influential. The ultimate seems 

most likely to be what today we would call ‘fate’ or 
‘coincidence’, or what is  called ‘The Force’ in Star 

Wars. It can have many names: Tao, Brahman, 

Karma, Cosmos, Energy, Fortune. People and gods 
can do a lot, but ultimately, they don’t have control 

over everything. If Fortune opposes, then even the 
mightiest deity must bow down. 

That is  roughly the outlook on life that someone 

who adheres to an African ancestor-religion would 
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have, or an old Germanic or Egyptian religion, 

Hinduism or Buddhism; and this  similarity the 
eastern thinkers  themselves  point out. But also 

modern westerners  can experience this: our science 

and technology can achieve a great deal, but even 
these are vulnerable to the blind laws  of nature and 

coincidence. Look at the accident that happened to 
the space-shuttle Challenger. Look at Chernobyl. No 

matter that we do our best, life will always have an 

aspect of the jungle about it, and you never know for 
sure if  it will be favourable or devastating.

About four or five thousand years  ago we all believed 

this, more or less. But somewhere in a far corner of 

the world, much older ideas  were rediscovered. It has 
long been forgotten, and no one knew about it, but in 

present-day Israel and Palestine there lived back then 
a group of people who actually saw all around them 

the arbitrariness  and the coincidence, but at the same 

time experienced anew that this  was  surrounded by 
something very much greater and all-encompassing: a 

loving and almighty Person. There were, of course, 
the impersonal powers, but these were not to be 

compared with this  God who cared for them, who 

rose up on their behalf and even loved them. The 
truth seems to be many times  greater and compelling 

than anyone thought. 
And if this Jewish people from that time held talks 

with adherents to other religions, they would suddenly 

become aware of a great distance between them: 
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maintaining that there is  no God, or that he coincides 

with the Cosmos  (as they used to think), for them was 
now the same as  writing off 99.99% of their new 

truth, and the best part of  it, at that!

Does it make any difference, if you believe in 

God?
These must have been exceptional, inspiring 

experiences. It saw to it, in any case, that these Jews, 

despite extreme disasters  and being scattered over the 
entire globe, still  comprise one people, which is 

something unique in history. And this insignificant 
pastoral people subsequently started the movements 

that would develop into the greatest world religions  – 

Christianity and Islam. No concept has  ever proved to 
be so ‘contagious’, has  taken such a long breath and 

has so deeply rooted itself.
But just because it sounds  so well known, it is more 

difficult to get the feeling of how tingly and warm-

blooded this  discovery once was. It must have been 
something like a UFO landing by your front door, 

and strange little men stepping out with a message 
especially for you… And you know how ridiculous 

and unlikely that is, how it would contradict 

everything that you know of the world, and how 
heartily your friends  would laugh at you, yet the 

experience is  inescapable. And this  had nothing to do 
with a UFO, but with the Maker of every speck of 

matter, who knows  the exact position of every atomic 

particle, who fathoms  everyone’s  thoughts, and who is 
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still intensely interested in us and seeks real contact. 

The God who encompasses  everything, genuinely 
speaks and reacts too, and not only with a couple of 

super-saintly figures  in some secluded temple, but, on 

the contrary, with inconspicuous  people, and usually 
in their back garden, or on the park bench.

That radically changed their future expectations. 
They had always  known hope – everyone hopes  and 

waits, maybe subconsciously. But with an impersonal 

Something you never know, just as  in Star Wars the 
Force also has  a ‘dark side’. You can play around a bit 

with a Something, but eventually everything happens 
that will happen, in spite of what you so badly want 

to happen. Hope is  then a kind of gamble, as if the 

world is  a huge casino. You can keep your eyes  tightly 
shut and mutter incantations, you might play very 

cleverly and think ever so positively, but there are only 
very few winners and the rest lose out.

For the Jews  – and after them the Christians  and 

Muslims  – the world remains  a kind of casino, except 
they now know who the owner is, and he appears by 

all accounts  to be unusually generous. And then 
everything switches  around. It means  that you still 

have to do your best and nasty disappointments  come 

your way, but there is  much more than that. You are not 
sitting locked up in this  world, because there is 

something like a door to the outside. And as  you walk 
through it, you come out into an endless space, that 

feels  like a family home where there’s  a kindly Father 

waiting for you, and usually it is known as ‘heaven’.

14



The big question: does God really exist?
Such experiences are certainly fascinating, but are 

they really true? On page 26 I go deeper into eventual 

proofs, but let me make the point here that it was all 
but self-evident at that time. A minimum of a 

thousand years passed before it ever sank in; in fact, 
in the entire Old Testament (the first Jewish section of 

the Bible) is  a report of how hard it was initially to 

believe in a personal God, and repeatedly how 
quickly it was  forgotten. Because the Jewish people 

knew very well how things  in the world functioned, 
and certainly in their time life was  a jungle; nearly 

every family lost a child through illness, an aunt in 

childbirth, a father in a war. And yet they believed it, 
however contrary it was.

If everyday life didn’t point towards  such a God, 
how did they come by him? Their own explanation is 

that they actually heard him speaking in a real, living 

way, and had sometimes  even caught a glimpse of 
him. I wasn’t there, and there were no cameras  or 

tape-recorders, but consider it for a moment. They 
were mostly well-balanced people, and they had to 

refute far more convincing criticism than if it should 

happen today. And assume that, for once, I take their 
own explanation seriously, and not that of a 

philosopher who lived a thousand years  later, and was 
certainly not there – what then?

Then it would appear, looking back, that their 

claims  substantially do fit with everyday life. Because, 
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the world is  indeed very much of a jungle, but 

everyone also knows  the feeling that ‘these things do 
all add up’. You were at a concert, and the music was 

‘heavenly’. You had a delightful evening in a 

restaurant and everything was light and clear. Or 
consider the anecdotes with which I began. You have 

just been talking about it, and someone puts  a dvd of 
Microcosmos in your hand. There is  such a thing as 

coincidence, but sometimes  it feels  as  if ‘this  can’t be 

a coincidence’, and there is really much more going 
on, like there is  something very thoughtful and 

devoted, and is  busy with us  personally. They are 
unusual experiences, but Jews, Christians  and 

Muslims  are in agreement about this: these are also 

the most true moments, which are the most revealing 
about what is really going on.

Between brackets: is God a man?

Perhaps it strikes  you that these three religions call 

God ‘him’, and seldom ‘her’. That can also strike 
themselves, including me. But now we have a 

problem. God is  greater than all and also greater than 
words. He, she, it, all other words, they all fall short. 

And yet with the greatest of pleasure we will speak 

about the unspeakable God; we should really restrict 
ourselves in order not to talk about him. 

But how then? The God that we learned to know 
is  not a man, God is  just God, and entirely himself. 

So we have to choose words  that approximate a little 

to what he is  like. Naturally, that becomes  very 

16



clumsy. It is like comparing Mount Everest with 

toothpaste because they are both so white. Really, we 
can’t do anything else, we only have these awkward 

little human words.

If Christians  experience anything of God, 
sometimes it seems  most accurate to describe it as 

feminine. God is  not a woman, nor a man, yet the 
Christian’s  holy book, the Bible, sometimes  makes 

these female comparisons. In our culture it seems  that 

masculine comparisons  are more appropriate. That 
has  nothing to do with men being better, because they 

certainly are not. Toothpaste is  not more ‘important’ 
than chocolate paste because, purely by accident, it is 

as white as Mount Everest.

Suppose that I take their  
explanation seriously, and not that 

of  a philosopher who lives a 
thousand years later, and certainly 

was not there – what then?
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What is all that about Jesus?

I am playing the role, then, of a tour guide through 
the ‘land’ of Christianity. So, naturally, I have to deal 

with the title of the man from whom our name is 

taken, Christ. That was a kind of professional title, 
and means  something like ‘Rescuer’, and at the same 

time it has  the emotional value of today’s  ‘super-
hero’. The name by which his village neighbours and 

family knew him, was Jesus.

But now I’m stuck. I have noticed that there is 
nothing so troublesome as  to clarify what it is  about 

this  Jesus  that fascinates  Christians. As  far as that 
goes, it’s  as  if we are speaking South Bengali. 

‘Naturally, he has  said something about love, he stood 

up for the under-privileged. But why all that grim 
crucifixion? And why that fuss about ‘sin’? I could 

consider God… but Jesus?’

What sort of  world do we live in?

Let me try to explain what our ‘thing’ is  with Jesus. I 
will attempt to approach it via a short side-road. We’ll 

call it: take a look. Observe and really take note of what 
you can see: in what sort of world do you live? What 

can you see? (It might be sensible, at this  point, to lay 

this  book aside and for five minutes  take a good look 
out of  the window.)

I have often put this question to people, and the 
answer is  really always  two-fold. We see a world that 
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is  so beautiful it could move us  to tears. And at the 

same time something gnaws  at you. How often have I 
heard people saying something like this: ‘Actually I’ve 

got everything. A nice home, a loving partner, great 

sex, enough free time – and yet… I’m missing 
something.’ Even the greatest optimist sometimes  feels 

a restlessness  that never seems to go away. We were 
never so affluent before, but yet we can stare outside, 

and we see our neat and tidy housing development 

and think: It isnÕt complete. Something doesnÕt add up.
And we only have to look beyond our nice new 

area and it is  patently obvious that it certainly doesn’t 
add up. Every three seconds  someone dies  of aids. 

Certainly a third of all men and women have been 

subjected to indecent assault and rape. Before you 
have finished reading this book, 20 square kilometres 

of tropical rain-forest will have disappeared, and 
world-wide at least ten species  of animals, of which 

the last specimen was looking for her mate, and will 

never be able to find it. And here we find ourselves  in 
the West with a couple of low-energy light-bulbs  to 

save the planet, while in China, three new coal-fired 
power-stations  are opened every day with festive 

celebrations.

Are discoveries the solution?

This is  starting to sound like a fire-and-brimstone 
sermon, isn’t it! But you can sense why I can’t round 

this  off in a single sentence. It is  difficult for us  as 

human beings  to really let this  get to us. Mostly – 
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even if it were just to avoid becoming desperate – we 

carry on in a mild form of denial. We become 
optimists  and see just the sunny side of life. But there 

are certain moments  when this  is  much too 

inadequate. If someone in your neighbourhood is 
being abused, it is  hardly appropriate to see ‘the 

sunny side’ of it. Then you don’t have to be so sunny, 
but really get hold of it. And an aids-orphan in Africa 

– I have spoken with them personally tens of times  – 

doesn’t care so much for our sunny side either. Each 
new day he has to survive, and above all, not be 

forgotten by a westerner who has  no stomach for 
‘difficult things’, and switches off. 

You can also ardently believe in progress. Everyone 

has  this  in him, and we have achieved an incredible 
amount. Our scientific achievements and technology 

are staggering. I was born into a world where 
smallpox doesn’t exist anymore; October 1977 was 

the last recorded outbreak, and since then no one has 

ever had this  illness  again. That’s  how we react to 
environmental problems, for example: wait and see, 

when there’s  a new discovery, then we can really get 
rid of the CO2. And provided we supply good 

information, then people will keep their paws  to 

themselves. If we only develop ‘friendly weapons’ 
then our wars will become steadily more respectable.

But scientists themselves  are more academic about 
it. However brilliant their discoveries  are, it is  always 

people who go along with them. With fire we can cook, 

but also burn down. With the wheel we can trade, but 
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also kidnap. With copper we could control weeds, but 

also kill. And it goes  on. The internet gives 
unprecedented access  to information, but likewise to 

child pornography. And suppose, that in the far future 

there is  a discovery that makes  people ‘good’, and 
every crime is  prevented, then I would be very curious 

about whose idea of ‘good’ it would be, and how 
many people would agree with it…

There is  prevention and realistic solutions, but 

countless  solutions seem to bring other unsuspected 
problems  with them. No one had ever imagined that 

there would ever be such a thing as  prosperity sickness, 
and that in the West this would become the most 

important cause of death. Is  our society really as 

susceptible to continuous  improvement as  we always 
claimed? The previous  century had to be the biggest 

example of social change. But the century that made 
the biggest discoveries  was  also the century of the 

greatest mass slaughter ever.

And then comes Jesus…

That was  the side-road. You see, at this  point I think 
you can get the feeling of something about Jesus, if 

you have really looked around. What is  the relevance of 

Jesus? Everything that has gone before. Everything 
that you see if you also allow the dark side of life to 

get through to you. It is  the question raised by the 
grower in Costa Rica who can’t sell his  bananas 

anymore because of our import tax. It is  the question 

from the child-soldier and the aids  orphan. It is  the 
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question of the woman whose husband is  sleeping 

around, and also from the man himself. It is  the 
question from the teenager who secretly vomits  back 

her food. It is  also the question of the one who thinks 

he has  everything, and yet feels  restless. That is  the 
question that Jesus answers.

Who is Jesus  in fact? We zoom in on a small group 
of Jewish people at the beginning of the Christian 

era, who were brought up with the belief that by then 

had been in existence for centuries: that beyond this 
universe there exists  an even greater reality, a 

personal God. But this  little circle of Jews  began to 
believe that a tangible, plain ordinary man with 

whom they associated, was  the same as that infinite 

God. That was  an absurd thought, just as  absurd as 
the idea of a personal God once was. For how can the 

infinite ever fit into a common man? In today’s  terms 
that is  like picking up a matchbox, and, in all 

seriousness, maintaining that it contains  a full-scale 

Boeing 747. And it was  even stranger still, because 
this  man – he is  called Jesus, and was  born in the 

hamlet Bethlehem – didn’t act like a superhero who 
glides  over the earth and performs  amazing stunts. 

He was  rocked in a feeding-trough, kept himself to 

the rundown areas, and was eventually executed on 
two crossed beams. And that was the infinite God?

In the meantime Jesus  made himself such a part of 
our culture, that it is  difficult for us  to appreciate the 

bewilderment at that time. (It is  to this  bewilderment 

that the New Testament, the second half of the Bible, 
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is  dedicated.) You will be well acquainted with the 

Nativity scenes  at Christmas, with a white baby in a 
crib, and those shepherds  kneeling so devotedly 

before it. Christians  see in that sentimental tableau a 

comprehensive drama. There lies  the One who can 
play around with the laws  of Nature as  if it’s  Lego – 

and who has now made himself subject to those same 
natural laws. He will smell, taste, sweat, giggle, exactly 

as  we do. He will laugh, cry, die. That is  just as 

dramatic as  a child playing with Lego and deciding to 
become a Lego-doll himself. Or a painter who covers 

himself in paint and ends  up in his  own painting. 
That’s what Christians celebrate at Christmas.

How can something like that be the answer to our 
question? I will almost say: how can it not be. For, if a 

God exists, and if that God dares to become a person 
like us, then that tells  us so much about his  devotion, 

his  passion, his  affection – if there really is  such a 

God, then the world can’t be lost. Perhaps  you can 
compare the feeling of Christians  to someone who is 

trapped in a burning upstairs  flat. That is  certainly a 
bit like the condition we’re in: we play, we enjoy 

ourselves, and suddenly we’re confronted with an 

unavoidable destiny. But then, in the distance, you see 
your Father clambering up. He hasn’t remained 

standing down on the street, but he is  taking the risks 
and doing his  utmost to get you out of there. What do 

you feel then, up there in the burning flat? That is  the 

inner conviction of  Christians.
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Is a very big Dr. Phil enough?
Has  it happened? Have I been able to explain what 

‘this  thing’ is  that Christians  have got with Jesus? 

Perhaps  not, adequately. Christians have, in fact, 
perceived that you not only have to genuinely look 

around you to sense something of Jesus, but to let it 
really hit home, you have to let go of something 

considerable.

As I have already described, our intuitive attitude 
is, in fact, to grab hold. We see the immense problems 

and accept that we must get stuck in. That we must 
habitually work more closely together, make more 

discoveries, produce even more information. And if 

you drop this attitude on Jesus, you more or less  expect 
him – naturally, I’m exaggerating – to be a very big 

Dr. Phil. I have at least asked many people what they 
would expect from ‘a sort of Jesus’, and it amounted 

to this: ‘I’m looking for something nice that offers 

comfort.’ ‘A couple of brilliant ideas, to make us 
happier and more successful.’ ‘Something 

revolutionary to solve all the problems.’
To put it briefly, many people are looking for insight 

from Jesus, and with that you can get going once 

again yourself. And then I can fully understand why, 
in that case, he disappoints. For Jesus  has  indeed 

made particularly pointed observations, but they need 
a lot of explanation and are not easily managed. If 

you are expecting wise tips, and start reading the New 
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Testament with that in mind, you will probably draw 

back.

A Christian feels  completely misunderstood if you 

take his  Jesus  as an ‘inspirational example’. ‘Is  that 
all?’ could be their reaction. After all, Jesus  was 

certainly brilliant, perhaps  the greatest genius  of all, 
but that is  not nearly enough. Because we are 

standing in a burning upstairs  flat, and history proves 

that in that situation it’s  not ingenuity you need. We 
have never escaped from there, and there is  no real 

reason to think we ever will. The dishonesty, the grief, 
the wars  – however brilliant we might have been, it 

has  always  been the same and sometimes it even 

seems  to be on the increase. What has  to happen, is 
that we have to be rescued. That is  what Jesus  means  to 

Christians. That is why they give this  man the title 
‘Saviour’, Christ. And then to come to him for wise 

tips  is  like asking your Father, who has come to rescue 

you from the flames, how you can make yourself a 
safety-net into which you can jump.

Hence, what Christians  have had to let go before 
they can respond positively to Jesus, is  that intuitive 

inclination to solve everything yourself. To have done 

that is, in many cases, a completely logical attitude, 
and we can achieve the greatest things. But there 

comes  a point where we have to admit that we can’t 
manage it ourselves. That is  one of the deepest 

experiences of a Christian. You could sum up their 

spirituality in this  short sentence: I canÕt make it, God has 
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to do it. ‘I do believe; help me overcome my 

unbelief !’ (Mark 9:24) Christians  recognise that it 
demands  a great deal of power to dare to be so weak. 

In order to overcome all their pride and to admit that 

their human problems require a superhuman hero. 
That is our fascination with Jesus.

What Christians have had to let go 
before they could do anything with 
Jesus, is the intuitive tendency to 

want to solve everything by 
themselves.
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What does a cross mean?

Let’s  say that Jesus  is  indeed the saviour of mankind, 
then you would be in agreement with me that he is  at 

least a strange saviour. The previous chapter was  about 
Christmas, but you will find that kind of little Nativity 

scene no more than a couple of weeks  a year in a 

church. Yet throughout the year you will always  see 
there an abstract cross  or a crucifix. And there it is, 

the core of  our belief. 
And that is  a very particular core. Perhaps  you 

have got used to it, but you see someone there who 

has  been executed. An instrument of torture, and that 
is  the logo for the church! Businesses  have fresh, vivid 

logos. Think of that Nike logo, or Apple. Or take that 
proud half-moon logo of the Muslims, and the 

tranquil Buddha’s  in Nepal. But the most successful 

movement has  this  most unsuccessful symbol. What 
would you think of a business  that (to use a modern 

comparison) had an electric-chair placed on top of its 
building, or even more forceful: that has the execution 

of its  own founder as  their logo? Isn’t that plain 

morbid?
If you were to ask something like this, then a 

Christian would probably look at you in 
astonishment. There would be a good chance that he 

or she had never stopped to consider it. Because 

Christians  see something really nice in their logo. 
They see the same vigour and effervescent strength 
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that emanates  from the common logos. Take note 

though, that on their ‘Remembrance Day’ they 
celebrate it with a feast, and call it Good Friday. They 

even believe that this  antique instrument of torture 

expresses the salvation of  the world.
Isn’t that strange? Rather. And it’s  about this 

strange inversion that this chapter is about.

The cross says: God knows you through and 

through
I’m busy with a conducted tour, and I want to take 

you inside the head of a Christian. What do 
Christians feel as they look at this kind of  crucifix?

Jesus  is  hanging there, naturally, an ordinary 

carpenter from long ago. But, at the same time, 
Christians  see there the immeasurably great God, for 

whom nothing is  too difficult, who lived in infinite 
happiness  in heaven, and whose rest cannot be ruffled 

by anything – and he has  decided to take upon 

himself something of our puny humanity. And even 
more; to put us on, like a garment, and yet more: even 

to be us. A greater intimacy is  unimaginable. We knew 
that God was  devoted, but that he would go that 

far… He won’t just talk with us, but will actually get 

into our skin and experience everything we do, 
including our infirmities, stress, worries  – and even 

including the dying process.
Recently the series Back to the Factory Floor was 

broadcast, where directors  got involved in the normal 

practical affairs  of their business. They could learn a 
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lot from just one such day and even learn to recognise 

the workers. This  is  a miniature of what happened to 
Jesus. Only he was  no ordinary director, but the Boss 

of the universe, and he didn’t come just for a day, but 

directly for the entire ride. The moment of his 
crucifixion is the ultimate climax of it. That means  he 

entered into everything, never backed out for a 
moment, and never said: ‘Yes  but, I am the director 

and that’s too squalid and demeaning for me, and…’

Thus, Christians  experience intimacy through this 
kind of a crucifix. They see someone there who 

suffered bitterly, but from whom, at the same time, 
they have experienced that he is  God himself. And 

Christians  can suffer bitterly themselves, and see 

family and friends suffer, they see the world and the 
environment suffer. And then they see Jesus  again 

who suffered so much. I can assure you, that goes 
deep. What can be more comforting than to stay close 

by a God who never says  about it: ‘But I won’t have 

anything to do with that. Now you sort it out for 
yourself.’

It means  that God has unbelievable amounts  of 

credit. Christians  can wrestle with their pain in the 
world, and sometimes  ask God indignantly why he 

doesn’t seem to do anything about it. But then they 
see a crucifix and realise again: I understand so little 

about it, but a God who goes  that far, must really be a 

God who is  infinitely devoted to this  world. And that 
there is  still so much suffering, cannot mean that he is 

too weak or is  not interested in us. It is  otherwise, 
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anyway. But he has  shown himself to be so totally 

involved, that with such a God things  just have to 
work out well in this life.

God with rouged cheeks
If you stay a while longer inside the head of that 

Christian, you will see something else. You see a great 
release. That has  everything to do with the fact that 

God is  no good-humoured Santa Claus, because that 

would conjure up a picture of a tame God who lets 
everything wash over him, and everyone finds him to 

be loving and jolly. A God like that, with rouged 
cheeks, would really be a terrible God. No one would 

leave their children with a teacher who approves of 

everything they do. And no one would leave the world 
with a God who finds  everything just terrific, and 

never once dares  to say: ‘Stop!’ Such a God would be 
a crude insult to us.

But a God who takes  our deeds  seriously, who 

takes  us seriously, with him you can thoroughly botch 
things  up. What sort of God would he be who dared 

not be offended, who must remain untouched by the 
killing fields in Cambodia and the genocide in 

Rwanda? God is  so great that he doesn’t have to stand 

stiffly ‘above’, it isn’t necessary for him to remain 
‘cool’, but he dares  to actually take the pain upon 

himself. The more you love someone, the more they 
can touch you. That is  what Christians  see happening 

at the crucifixion: God who allows  himself to be 
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comprehensively touched by the pain of all the ages, 

all the people, all the animals.
And hence, who is  furious  about it. I know that 

sickening things  have happened in the name of a 

‘wrathful God’. Children are talked into nightmares, 
adults threatened into the church. (At the same time 

you wish that some criminals  had believed more in 
this  God who is  really interested in us. If only they 

had understood what God feels  when they assaulted 

someone!) But meanwhile there is  indeed something 
as  respectable as  not coming up to the mark, and a 

genuine feeling of guilt. You don’t have to remain 
caught up with that, and the minister cannot 

determine what exactly goes  wrong – but it is 

definitely there. A great deal of misery is  caused by 
people, and how ever irritating it is  to stop and think 

about it, it is far more irritating to camouflage it.

The cross also says: God lightens your burden

And this  is  where I come to the relief that Christians 
experience when they look at a crucifix. They see 

there how God gives  everything to step over his 
wrath. What must he think of us? How can he ever 

keep on going with us  if we just mess  things up? Why 

didn’t he call it a day and withdraw into his  restful 
heaven? The more you actually let yourself be 

permeated by how heart-broken God feels, the more 
you also get the feeling that God could at any 

moment have said: ‘Get lost!’ – and left us  to stew in 

our own juice. But with the crucifixion God went all 
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out to not let things  get so far. There, he cut, as  it 

were, something away from himself, he put to death 
something in himself, because only so can we go on 

further together.

Compare this  with a woman who comes  home 
and finds  her husband in their bed with someone else. 

The more she loves  him, the more wounded she is. 
For weeks after that they hardly speak to each other. 

They come home from the office, cooking follows the 

same old routine, eating at the same table, but with 
no more eye-contact. And the woman has  laid her 

wedding-ring on the window-ledge. It lies  there 
deathly still. And all the time the man sees  it, it 

torments  him. There lies their shared history, there 

lies  the love they had for each other, there lie all their 
memories, but there lies their future as well.

And then, one day, the wife takes  the wedding-ring 
and puts  it back on her finger. This woman knows she 

has  every right to cut his  pants  up into little bits, paint 

his  tie red, and race his  car past all the speed cameras. 
But she also knows  how much she loves  him, and 

from deep within, will give him a second chance. 
What can she do? She slowly chooses, with many ups 

and downs, to get the better of her pain. And that 

moment of release, when she almost has to cut 
something away from herself, that moment when she 

puts  the ring back on her finger – that is  the 
crucifixion. And the way the man feels  when he sees 

that she is  wearing her ring again, that’s  the kind of 
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liberation Christians feel when they think about Jesus. 

Everything is fine. Now we can go on.

What does this do to you?

The man brightens  up again. While the ring was 
lying on the window-sill, he had to ‘make the best of 

it’. He had to get through the day and subdue his 
emotions, otherwise it was  too painful. He had to set 

aside the fact that he had forfeited the best of his  life 

himself. But once his  wife initiated that small 
beginning towards reconciliation, then there was 

more room. He can allow himself to really feel the 
pain again, and at the same time he doesn’t have to 

push his love away any more.

That is  what happens  if you allow the crucifixion 
to get to work in you. Christians have observed that 

they used to think they just had to be ‘down-to-earth’, 
‘realistic’. You can’t do too much about the problems 

and you can’t hope for too much either. They had to 

become ‘mature’, and that meant above all, that their 
dreams became smaller. But when they heard about 

the crucifixion, they no longer had to smooth 
everything down or restrain themselves. For, whoever 

feels  pain, there is  no greater realisation imaginable 

than that even the infinite God weeps. But also, our 
natural, healthy longings  for a better world 

subconsciously get much broader, as  the same God 
explains  that he is  with us, that he seeks  contact and 

shortly will be coming to make everything lovely 

again.
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That is  the reason, that in such a crucifix, which at 

first glance does  indeed seem to be morbid, Christians 
rightly see power and a hearty zest for living and 

begin to thrive.

That is what Christians see 
happening at the crucifixion: God 

who allows himself  to be 
comprehensively touched by the 

pain of  all the ages, all the people, 
all the animals.
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Is there any proof?

Does firm evidence for God exist?
You want hard currency when you sell your car, not 

counterfeit. You want the person whom you 

eventually marry to say ‘yes’ sincerely, at least to be as 
sincere as  they can be. You expect to get hot bread 

from the baker, not hot air. Christians  also want what 
they experience to be true, and not just something 

that’s nice, or that ‘works’.

If you look at the church today, with its  2.2 billion 
members  - a thing like that can not be explained 

merely as  the result of a beautiful experience or a 
fascination with a particular philosophy. Among 

Christians  there are people who were martyred for 

their faith, there are geniuses  and critical scientists, 
and they would never have remained believers, if the 

faith was not overwhelmingly true in their eyes. But 
how did they discover it? Do Christians  have any 

evidence for their unusual notions?

Suppose you are adopted, and one day you receive a 

letter from your lost, would-be mother. Then it is 
essential to establish that this definitely is  your real 

mother. You don’t want to be fobbed off with a 

mistake or someone who is just out for money or 
attention. But at the same time, something like this 

can never be decisively proved until you actually meet 
your mother face to face and see the likeness. Until 
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that happens  you can only do it with clues  and 

suggestions  in the letter itself. If your real mother is 
alive, that will change everything in your life, but you 

have to wait until you are absolutely sure.

That is  really a bit like our situation. No one has 
ever been able to prove the existence of God, just as 

there is  no definitive negation either. We have a sort 
of love-letter (Christians like to compare the Bible 

with a love-letter), and if the letter is true, nothing 

remains the same – but it means  waiting until the day 
when you literally meet God. Until then you have to 

believe it. Thus, those who believe only know very little 
with any certainty. ‘I do believe; help me overcome 

my unbelief !’ (Mark 9:24). That God doesnÕt exist is 

just somewhat more uncertain. So is  this life; we have 
to compromise between small hints  and indications, 

and wait for better times.

God chooses to remain invisible

Christians  even think that no one can prove God. 
(And if someone claims to have proved God, or ruled 

him out entirely, then that person has  only proved or 
excluded a phantom god.) A God who has created 

every atom and taken it under his  care, is  above words 

and impervious to any critical scientific knowledge as 
well. How can such a God in heaven ever be moved 

by a book about evolution down on earth? It’s like the 
legend, where someone shoots  an arrow into the air 

in order to kill God: the arrow falls  directly back to 

earth and does  kill someone. What words  shall we 
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shoot at heaven then, in an attempt to do away with 

God? Our words fall directly back to earth and will at 
most injure people. 

Christians  even believe that God has  deliberately 

chosen to be invisible. That it was planned that we 
live in a world where his  existence can always be 

doubted. Why? He wants  us to remain free agents. 
God is love, and if he desires  genuine contact with us, 

he would not overwhelm us  with himself. If he were 

to come to earth in full regalia, we wouldn’t be able to 
do anything other than believe in him. That’s  why 

Jesus  came as  an ordinary man and presented himself 
in such a reserved way. Only as  God keeps  himself at 

a certain distance can safe contact be maintained. He 

is  so great, that he dares  to allow people to be 
unbelieving: only an insignificant little god needs  to 

prove himself.
Not that it’s  easy. Perhaps  you can compare it 

again with the letter from the lost mother. Suppose 

that in the meantime she has become a billionaire, 
then she would have to control herself dramatically. 

She wants  to run to her child and embrace it, but it 
would never learn to love her if overwhelmed by her 

wealth. First a healthy bond has  to grow between 

them, there would have to be an (apparently painful) 
distance between them to start with, and an exchange 

of letters and such like, and only after that could she 
reveal who she is. That’s how it is with God as well.

Must you then still say something  about God?
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If no one can prove God, do we still have to keep 

quiet about him? That would seem to be the best 
thing to do. You let him remain a mystery, because 

God is so great, isn’t it arrogant to say anything about 

him?
To say anything about God is  indeed impudent, 

but suppose that one day he says  something about 
himself – isn’t it then even more shocking to keep quiet 

about him? That is  the only reason why I dare to 

write a little book like this  at all! If God has actually 
said something about himself, then we must – 

however stumblingly it turns  out to be – not keep 
silent about it. If the Infinite speaks, then you can 

expect that it wouldn’t be so abundantly clear, be 

subject to multiple explanations, and lead to quarrels 
and misunderstandings. But if a real God exists  and 

he has  spoken, and you let the meaning of that sink 
in, then I think you must take that risk. We cannot 

ignore an infinite God on the basis  of our pathetic 

rows  and misunderstandings. If you’ve been adopted, 
then your first letters  will sound clumsy. You still have 

to learn to know each other and at most half 
understand each other. But that’s  why you don’t just 

ignore it. The stakes are simply too high. Suppose you 

never get to know what your true origin is.

But we don’t stand with completely empty hands. 
There are no proofs  for the existence of God, just as 

there are no proofs  against it, but there are pointers. I 

began this  book with three events  that happened near 
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where I live. The television that turned itself on and 

prevented a fire. The note in the street with that 
Christian song on it. And the unexpected neighbour 

with the dvd in his  hand. If you ask around about 

these things, most Christians  would have a story to 
tell, although they are not usually for sale. It is 

something that they keep stored in their heart, and 
telling someone about it makes  it feel ‘naked.’ But if 

you take all these millions  of anecdotes  together, they 

find it too far-fetched to call something like that 
coincidence, even though it could always  be that, 

naturally. But they notice that there is  care in it all, 
that love is  busy here, that they actually have met God 

here.

They find this  same kind of care in scientific 
results. That’s  why scientists, also the unbelievers 

amongst them, are constantly astonished about how 
our universe is  so accurately geared to life. If gravity 

was  either slightly stronger or weaker, no life would 

ever have existed. If the orbit of the earth was  slightly 
more oval or nearer to the sun, we would be burned 

alive. There are countless  ‘coincidences’ like this. And 
then the question that is  still not answered outside of 

the religions, and that can’t be apparently: where does 

the Big Bang come from? What caused it?

Rather unusual: a resurrection
The biggest hint that gathers  together all the rest of 

them is the resurrection of Jesus  three days  after his 

death. That is  celebrated during Easter, in the early 
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Spring. On first acquaintance it sounds  ridiculous, of 

course, and it sounded the same in Jesus’ time – but if 
the first Christians  hadn’t believed in it in spite of all 

that, the church would never have existed.

In the year 30 of the first century AD, we 
encounter the following situation: a disorganised 

group, whose leader has  just been brutally executed; 
they were loathed by everyone and very soon 

systematically persecuted. Later, from every 

somewhat similar group, we hear nothing more. But 
you only have to look out of the window, to realise in 

this  case, what we encounter even 2,000 years  later: 
the largest world religion.

How can something so miserable produce 

something so comprehensive, so colossal? There are, 
of course, enough examples of gurus  who have 

founded a large movement. Those of Mohammed 
and the Buddha were two large ones, and modern 

examples  are perhaps Joseph Smith and his 

Mormons, and Ron Hubbard with the Church of 
Scientology. But certainly no single movement ever 

began so catastrophically and ended so successfully:
- All the other leaders  spent at least half their life 

teaching their followers. At 30, Jesus  is  far and away 

the youngest and, at the most, spent three years 
teaching. How could his teaching have survived?

- The great leaders  have written at least one book, 
while Jesus  left only memories  behind. Moreover 

others took decades  to build up their group and after 
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their death a solid organisation stood ready. What 

could Jesus’ twelve uneducated fishermen begin?
- All these gurus obviously met opposition to their 

renewal movement, but died in old age and with 

secure acceptance of their teaching. The Buddha, for 
example, was in his  nineties, and Mohammed in his 

sixties. Jesus  died by far the earliest, a most shameful 
death, while his disciples were not standing with him.

- From the other examples, the first adherents  were 

not persecuted, but became popular very quickly; 
while in Jerusalem the Christians  were rounded up 

immediately, and in the 60’s  AD, Nero began the 
greatest large-scale persecution.

What Christians feel about Easter
How can you explain this? All the other leaders  who 

had not satisfied all the above conditions, even if they 
missed only one little bit, haven’t salvaged it. But the 

earliest Christianity satisfied every one of the 

conditions, but in spite of that, became the most 
successful of  all the groupings. How can that be?

Compare it to a gardening competition. Each one 
does  everything according to the rules and beautiful 

gardens  begin to bloom. But there is  one gardener 

who has  exhausted soil, who only comes  by now and 
then to do some sowing, and where the competitors 

have grubbed all the germination out of the ground. 
And then one day he has  the prettiest garden of them 

all. That can only be explained by ‘something as  big 

as  a resurrection.’ No one can prove that directly after 
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his  crucifixion, Jesus  actually rose from the dead, but 

something extremely wonderful happened there, as  a 
result of which the scattered little group received 

incomparable power, that is  today a world church. I 

wasn’t there, but I can at least consider how the ones 
who were there explain it themselves. Christians 

experience it as  naïve to logically exclude an historical 
resurrection. Why could it not have happened? Who 

forbids  it? Such a resurrection suits  God absolutely; a 

God who stands  above all, doesn’t have a problem 
with such a miracle.

And just imagine this, suppose that it really did 
happen – doesn’t that mean that humanity has 

radically escaped out of the straitjacket of history? 

That is  the hope that I was on about before. For the 
first time there is, as  it were, a hole punched in the 

laws  of nature. A door to the outside, to a new reality. 
Now at last everything is  possible. Earlier, we could 

staunchly assert it or gamble on it, but now, at last, it 

is so. If Christians  think about the resurrection, they 
know: ‘The aids  orphans  who will never reach 

adulthood, shall embrace their parents. The child 
soldier who shocks  awake every night, will know 

peaceful nights. The grower in Costa Rica who 

ploughed his  land for nothing, shall feed his  children. 
The lonely shall eventually share their love. Angry 

Moroccan youths  will find rest. And the parents  from 
whom their children run away, shall sit at the same 

table and share their memories. Since the first Sunday 
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morning of Easter, a hole has  appeared in the 

universe and we wont suffocate any more.’

It’s like the legend, where 
someone shoots an arrow into the 
air in order to kill God: the arrow 

falls directly back to earth and kills 
a human being.
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What do I get out of it?

The black pages

Whatever some television preachers  will get you to 
believe, Christendom is  not a complete success  story. 

And this  book must not suggest otherwise, and if so, 

then this  will correct it. This  faith is  the most 
compelling, extraordinary and truthful that I know of, 

but it has  not always particularly worked out that way. 
Because even if the Crusades  were ‘respectable’ wars 

according to the laws  of combat in the Middle Ages  – 

you should be able to expect much more from 
Christians. The same applies  to the witch-hunts, that 

were seldom officially undertaken by the church, but 
indeed they were, by ordinary Christians  in outlying 

villages.

If you bring it up, I can’t do much more than 
argue: ‘This  wasn’t the idea.’ Because it was  not the 

intention, and it is  directly contrary to everything 
Jesus  said. How can you organise a Crusade in the 

name of the Crucified, or kill anyone in the name of 

the One who actually sacrificed his  own life? That is 
so contradictory. And how can you burn witches in 

the name of Someone who was  killed as  a heretic – 
because that is precisely what happened to Jesus.

God is  dragged into many crimes and he is  used as 

an excuse. Then it’s  really about land, possessions  or 
revenge, but Jesus is  used as  a kind of loincloth to 

cover up the crudities. If it actually happened in his 
name, then I can only say: ‘Hate in the name of the 
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Beloved – there is  nothing more contradictory than 

that.’ Sometimes  it seems that the strangest thing 
about Christianity is  that it has so tenaciously outlived 

its own adherents.

And the white pages…

At the same time it is  easy enough to point the finger 
at the religions. For it was  the atheist Mao Zedong 

who, in 40 minutes, had the same number of people 

murdered as  the entire Spanish Inquisition did in 294 
years. And if you examine the context of the first 

Christians, it was  really a revolutionary emancipation 
movement. The Romans  stood around bemused, 

when critically ill members of their families, who they 

themselves had left in the lurch, were tended by the 
very Christians  against whom they had just been 

carrying out murderous  raids. William Wilberforce 
and John Woolman, who were Christians, were the 

first to take action against slavery. The greatest 

fighters  against racial discrimination were Martin 
Luther King and Desmond Tutu. And it is 

remarkable how often you would find a Christian if 
you were to research who it was  who set up the well 

known charitable foundations. Like those who were 

under enemy occupation during the Second World 
War, or who inspired the current social welfare state.

That doesn’t mean that in the distant past non-
Christians  never did any good works, or were worse 

people than anyone else. But Jesus  has  certainly been 

an inspiration. There appears  to be no one else in 
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history who has  so fanned the fire of human ideals 

like he has. And that’s  where you get that wonderful 
research data from: believers are generally happier, 

live longer, and – this  has  shocked a lot of people – 

have the most satisfactory sex life.

Believing is not ‘useful’
Do I get anything out of it, if I believe? Such a 

question about the purpose of anything is  very 

common in our society: ‘It must actually produce 
something.’ And a typical Liberal would gladly reduce 

the religions to such a function. It then becomes 
something like ‘peace for our society’, and ‘inspire 

people’, and for the rest, the religions  have to keep a 

low profile. And, as  it appears  above, when you add it 
all up, then we don’t cut such a bad figure. (Thus, 

whoever thinks from a extreme beneficial point of 
view, will immediately force Christianity, even above 

the liberalism…)

Even so, I would ask you not to concentrate on the 
results. For in that case you wouldn’t understand 

anything of what fascinates  believers. They would feel 
as  misunderstood as  a newly married couple who 

hear from the official, that their marriage is ‘useful’. 

Certainly, a marriage is useful. But that is not the 
particular reason why you get married. It’s  the same 

with religion. Naturally it helps  society to progress, 
and it would also be a worthless religion if it didn’t. 

But that is  not what it’s  all about. Because, just as  in a 

relationship, in Christianity the main concern is  with 
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the celebration of love. A Christian celebrates his 

contact with God, enjoys  it, can’t get enough of it – 
and that he eventually becomes  happier, is  ‘useful’, 

and helps people, is an automatic result.

Thus, you can say something about usefulness in 
connection with Christianity, but if that’s  you major 

criterion, then you drain the life out of it. Christianity 
is  not to be restricted to a sheaf of bright ideas  and 

handy wisdom for life. It isn’t ‘7 steps to success’. 

Certainly, you are the better for believing, and others 
as  well, but if that’s  your reason for believing, it won’t 

have that result! Just as you usually become happier 
from living together or marrying – but if that’s  why 

you do it, once again, it won’t work.

What motivates Christians to do ‘good works’?

In order to understand the motivation of Christians, 
you would have to start thinking from an entirely 

different standpoint. Not from the idea of usefulness, 

but from a relationship. Compare it with a toddler who 
is  helping his  Daddy clean up the living-room. Does  it 

really help? Uh, perhaps  a bit. Although the father 
could do it quicker on his  own if the toddler wasn’t in 

his  way. But what is  most important is  being played 

out between the two of them: the toddler adores his 
father and that’s  why he helps  him, and on that basis 

the father enjoys his child.
Christians  think that that’s  how it works  between 

people and God. We do ‘good works’ out of a 

spontaneous  reverence for God. Our analysis  of our 
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own behaviour and that of our fellow man, is  that we 

are just as delightful as  little kids, but also just as 
powerless. And if we do ‘good works’, thinking that 

by this  means  we will set up a paradise on earth, then 

we would have to give up in despondency, or perhaps 
try to achieve it ourselves with violence. But purely 

because we see an infinite Love at work, with infinite 
adaptability and perseverance – naturally, we can’t 

just sit still.

Thus, if Christians offer help, like they did during 

times  of plague, and perhaps  simply allocate funds 
today, or set up a useful web-site, then for them that’s 

honouring God. You can translate ‘honouring’ as 

‘complimenting’. You honour a pop-singer as you sing 
one of his  songs. Perhaps  it sounds awkward and 

clumsy, but if the entertainer has  a bit of heart, and 
just happens  to be walking past your bathroom 

window at the time, he is  flattered. For the Christian, 

doing something good is  singing one of God’s songs, 
or in other words: working with him in a small and 

careful way in what he is doing.
And also, that ‘doing good things’ begins  with the 

crucifixion. For, what is  genuinely successful in 

Christianity, is  inspired by what appears  to be totally 
unsuccessful. What we see there, in fact, is  how God 

gave everything up to be close to us and have real 
contact with us. How can that not be inspiring? 

Think again about the rebellious child who makes  a 

mess  all over the wall-paper with finger-paint, and 
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starts  stamping on his  father’s  favourite CD… The 

father would really have to control himself in order to 
get over it, but if he gets  stuck into cleaning up the 

mess  himself, that wouldn’t leave the child completely 

unmoved, would it. He would simply go and imitate 
his father.

And every child will say to his father at some stage: 
‘You’re the best daddy in the whole world.’ That is 

precisely what Christians  are saying if they are 

singing one of their songs, and you hear it resounding 
in the street as you are riding past the church on your 

bike. That is  exactly what they are saying as they get 
involved with outbreaks  of virulent disease, die from a 

white racist’s  bullet, or stand at the front in a 

demonstration against apartheid.

‘Hate in the name of  the Beloved – 
there is nothing more contradictory 
than that.’ Sometimes it seems that 

the strangest thing about 
Christianity is that it has so 
tenaciously outlived its own 

adherents.
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To end with…

‘Just a whiff  of  spirituality while we’re at it…’

What is  it that inspires Christians? That’s  what I’m on 
about. Naturally, I’ve just made it in time, but if you 

don’t believe, then I don’t think I have been able to 

explain what the Christian’s  ‘thing’ is. It is  like trying 
to explain sex to a virgin, or ‘the thing’ about eating 

meat to a vegetarian.
I have lived on the central market-square in Delft, 

and every day hoards  of Japanese jump out of busses, 

photograph the church-towers  and the Town Hall, 
and rush back into the bus  – and away to the Delft 

Blue china-factory. This  book does  the same thing as 
the guide book for the Japanese. Before you really 

know what it is  to see Holland, you would have to 

become Dutch, immerse yourself in the culture, and 
at the end of your life you could say what it was  like 

to be a Dutchman. That’s  how you could know what 
it is  to believe, if you let go of yourself, step into that 

strange ‘land’ and become a citizen.

Believing is  a total experience, from which you 
can’t just pick bits  out. Popping into a church for ‘a 

little spirituality’ is  just the same as  baby-sitting for ten 
minutes  to find out what it’s  like to have children. Or 

to read the back cover of a romantic novel to find out 

what a 60-year marriage is  about. Words  are rather 
powerless, and if you didn’t find that I was speaking 

South Bengali, then I did.
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Believing because you’re hungry

So, I notice, that from the outside Christians  seem to 

slavishly follow lots  of petty rules, while from the 
inside they actually experience being set free. 

Christian politics  from the outside looks  like tiresome 
pressure to convert, while from the inside out the 

motives  are the exact opposite. From what appears to 

be a bleak escape from real life, Christians actually 
feel themselves blossoming and more alive than ever.

The most important misunderstanding that I keep 
coming up against, is  that you are going to believe 

because you’ve got problems: ‘Why all the rigmarole 

from the church? Everything’s  going fine with me. 
Isn’t faith for the down-and-out in the gutter, who 

then has  a fantastic story to tell? It’ll work for 
someone who’s  life is  screwed up, but don’t try to 

mess with mine.’

Now it figures  that someone with a lot of problems 
– you’ve got debts, you are sitting in the middle of a 

messy divorce, you’ve got lousy work – can have a 
sharper eye for reality, and be more willing to try 

something new. People with whom everything is  going 

just fine, incline to a kind of conservatism, certainly 
as  far as  their outlook on life is  concerned. Why 

change a winning team?
Well then, you don’t have to have any problems  at 

all in order to be enriched. You don’t have to sit in the 

doldrums before you can live a fuller life. You seldom 
go to a restaurant because you’re dying of hunger, but 

just because you feel peckish. If you become a 
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Christian, it’s  like landing in an unknown restaurant 

in a far-off land. You pick something out from the 
menu, because you don’t understand the language. 

But then something really scrumptious  is  served up – 

you didn’t know that such flavours existed.

Believing is: enjoying the contact with God
If you have sex purely to satisfy your lust, one day it 

will become boring. If you only eat to satisfy your 

hunger, you are not doing yourself any favours. If you 
enter into a love relationship only to feel less lonely, 

then you miss  the point. Sex, eating and love are far 
more than the answer to a problem. They can include 

that, of course – just as  whoever believes  feels  much 

safer, and experiences  a more meaningful life, and is 
perhaps more balanced about his  short-comings. But 

believing is much much more.
Believing is  noticing that there is  more than what 

is  visible – far more than that, and the invisible is  the 

most important of all. If anyone will take it on board, 
if anyone changes  their mind about it, it will feel as  if 

you’ve been sitting for years  in a shack with closed, 
blacked out windows, and suddenly the blindness  falls 

away. In that little shack, everything felt really 

important at first, that was  your life, and that was  it – 
but now you can see that magnificent landscape all 

around you, your world-view has completely toppled 
over.

It then gets  through to you that you form part of a 

great Story, where every act has  a meaning and the 
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value of everything is  remembered. You step into a 

compelling universe that appears  to be populated 
with angels  and demons, that in the past sounded so 

Middle Ages, like a fairy-tale, but now completely 

natural and respectable. Life was  ‘take the good with 
the bad, and make of it what you will’, but now it has 

become a great adventure.
And your deepest fascination will be that contact 

with God. Something that for non-Christians sounds 

other-worldly and even naïve. But once you have 
tasted it… You talk with God. You can tell him 

anything, and you say the most with your deeds. And 
he, this  breath-taking God, has  the greatest pleasure 

in saying something in return. He gave us  a complete 

Bible, in which we can browse endlessly and where 
there are always  new things  to learn. He leaves  signs 

about everywhere, like communion, baptism and 
loving relationships. And sometimes  things happen, 

that before, not knowing any better, you could have 

said were coincidental, but now are an inescapable 
answer from God. The television switches  on to warn 

you. You find a curious note on the street. Your 
neighbour stands  at the door with the Microcosmos 

dvd.

But then something really 
scrumptious is served up – you 

didn’t know that that such flavours 
existed.
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