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Christ's fraternization with outcasts was interpreted by the Pharisees as an inexcusable compromise with sin; they did 

not see it for what it really was, an expression of the divine compassion towards sinners. 

 
The attitude of Christian church 

Leaving the first century and entering the middle of the twentieth, it is necessary to ask what the attitude of the contemporary 

church is towards outsiders, outcasts. Is it Pharisaic, or is it Christian? I fear that it is often Pharisaic. That is, the church tends 

(has always tended) to withdraw from the world and leave it to its own devices. Evangelical churchmen have by no means been 

free of this tendency, although indeed it is a denial of their true character. Many examples could be given, illustrating different 

causes of the same general attitude. Let me try to enlarge on what I think are the four commonest. 

 
1. The first is plain, unvarnished, Pharisaic self-righteousness. It is the attitude of the elder brother who, whether he articulates 

it in speech or not, thinks in his heart, 'Let the sinner stew in his own juice. He is getting what he deserves; it simply serves him 

right.' We do not use this outspoken language, but this is the image which we often present to the world. To the outsider the 

church is often not inviting but forbidding, smugly satisfied with itself and harshly condemning of others. Non-Christians 

sometimes say that they find more acceptance, more compassionate understanding of human foibles in the world than in the 

church. To them the church is lacking in warmth, even positively inhuman. 

 In saying this, I am not wanting the church either to condone sin or to dispense with repentance, but only to offer 

people what David Sheppard during his years at the Mayflower Family Centre called an 'unjudging friendship'. Otherwise we 

give the impression that the church is for saints, not sinners. True, it is composed of 'saints' in the New Testament sense that 

every Christian belongs to God and to the 'holy' ('separate') people of God. But if we are saints, we are also still sinners. Our 

nature is corrupt and our feet fall. We have not yet attained or become perfect. It is rather that God's sheer grace has put us on 

the road to becoming in character and conduct what in our standing before Him we already are, namely His. So the 'holiness' of 

the church is more in its position as belonging to God, in its continuous aspiration and in its final destiny, than in its present 

actuality. Pharisaism is a false claim to holiness, a false view of the church. It turns the church into a preserve for the 

impeccably respectable, a museum of rare spiritual exhibits, instead of a convalescent home for the sin-sick, a refuge for the 

helpless, and a common lodging-house for wayfarers.  

 Abbe Michonneau asks what would happen in the average local church if a militant anti-clerical Communist or a street-

walker were converted. Would they be welcomed? he asks: 'Oh, we accept Mary Magdalene because she is in the Gospel, but I 

should like to see her walk into one of our meetings! We read about the reluctance with which the Christian Jews of Jerusalem 

received Saul the persecutor, when he appeared before them as a neophyte -- and we find their attitude astonishing; I should 

like to see him drop into one of our men's groups!'1  

 There is another aspect of this false view of the church. It is not only in moral terms that Pharisaism  appears; it can 

take racial and social forms as well. And it often does. Whenever the church is more exclusive in its membership than Scripture 

enjoins, it has become Pharisaic. What unites the church is a common faith in Christ and a common share in the Spirit. Apart 

from this essential, Christians may have nothing at all in common. We differ from one another in temperament, personality, 

education, colour, culture, citizenship, language and in a host of other ways. Thank God we do. The church is a wonderfully 

inclusive fellowship, in which 'there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female'.2  

 In other words, in Christ we have equality. Distinction of race and rank, which are divisive influences in other 

communities, have no place in the Christian community. To import class distinctions or the colour bar into the Christian 

brotherhood is to destroy it. 'Birds of a feather flock together' may be true in nature; it is not a Christian proverb. The glory of 

the church is not our likeness to one another, but our unlikeness. Therefore to rebuff or cold-shoulder a brother because of the 

colour of his skin or the length of his hair or the accent of his speech is to betray Christ and join the Pharisees. 

2. The second cause of the withdrawal of the church from the world is a genuine if mistaken fear of contamination. This is the 

spirit of monasticism. We should not condemn it outright, for it is the perversion of a noble ideal. It begins with a true biblical 

recognition that 'the world', human society which repudiates the rule of God, or simply godless secularism, is evil. It goes on to 

hear, and to desire to obey, the biblical injunctions not to love the world, nor to be conformed to it, but rather to keep oneself 

unstained from the world.3 But then it takes a wrong turning. It assumes that the only effective way to avoid conformity to 

worldly standards is to avoid the company of worldly people, that the way to renounce worldliness is to go out of the world. 

The desire is right; it is the deduction which is a grievous mistake. 

 In saying this we are not questioning the sincerity of all monks and hermits. Nor are we denying Christendom's debt to 

the monastic orders. Though some monasteries were hotbeds of sin and avarice, others in former centuries were islands of 

Christian culture in a turbulent sea of barbarism. As a matter of fact evangelicals, who have always been opposed to 

monasticism, have themselves been accused of it. And to some extent justly, I think. Thus Dr Eugene L. Smith, Executive 

Secretary of the New York office of the World Council of Churches, has written: 'I began to see them as the true monastics of 

this age, primarily concerned with the preservation of the faith in its purity in the midst of a collapsing and decadent world ? 

and willing to accept, sometimes without question, the discipline that this requires.'4  Nevertheless, we must insist that 

monasticism in whatever form is not a truly Christian ideal. Because it is a withdrawal from the world it is an expression of 

Pharisaism, whose danger Jesus seems to have envisaged when He uttered His petition: 'I do not pray that thou shouldst take 



them out of the world but that thou shouldst keep them from the evil one' (Jn 17:15). It needs to be added that many 

contemporary churches Christians which have never seen the inside of a monastery are yet 'monastic' in outlook. That is, they 

live a life of religious seclusion, insulated from the world. They betray little if any concern for others outside their own 

fellowship, being preoccupied rather with the business of self-preservation. It this distortion which, more than anything else, 

has provoked the current fashion of 'religionless Christianity'. And indeed if by 'religion' is meant empty formalism and 

ecclesiastical self-absorption, it would be better for Christianity to be 'religionless'. Seen as a protest against these things, we 

have much sympathy with this movement. Although we would insist that 'religion' in the sense of public worship will always be 

a proper expression of Christianity, yet such worship is not acceptable worship if it exists on its own and the worshipers have 

no comparable concern to live in the world as both witnesses and servants. A church which lives for itself alone must die. It 

Pharisaic, not Christian. A truly Christian church exists God and for others. 

3. A third modern form of Pharisaism, fairly so-called because its contact with the world is unbalanced has to with the relation 

between evangelism and social concern. What is God's purpose (and therefore the church's responsibility) for the world? The 

question was posed when the Commission World Mission and Evangelism met in Mexico City in December 1963: 'The 

discussion raised a theological issue which remained unresolved. Debate  returned again and again to the relationship between 

God's action in and through the church and everything God is doing in the world apparently independently, of the Christian 

community. Can a distinction be drawn between God's providential action and God's redeeming action? If the restoration and 

reconciliation of human life is being achieve by the action of God through secular agencies, what is the place and significance 

of faith? If the church is to be wholly involve in the world and its history, what is the true nature of its separateness? We were 

able to state thesis and antithesis in this debate, but we could not see our way through to the truth we feel lies beyond this 

dialectic, . . . to a truer understanding of the relation between the world and the church in the purpose of God.'5  Before 

attempting any kind of synthesis, we shall need to understand clearly both the evangelical thesis and the ecumenical antithesis. 

 The 'evangelical' thesis in its extremest form is that God's chief concern is the salvation of individual souls; that the 

church's sole responsibility is the proclamation of the gospel; and that therefore social action being the first cousin of the 'social 

gospel' must be firmly eschewed. When this view is caricatured, the missionary is pictured standing under a palm tree, wearing 

a sola topi, and declaiming the gospel to a group of ill-clad natives who sit respectfully round him on the floor. He sees his 

mission as essentially a preaching mission, he fulfils it in a rather paternalistic way, and he refuses to be distracted from it even 

by Christian medical and educational work. I think this exclusive emphasis on personal salvation is a good deal less common 

among evangelicals than our critics allow. Nevertheless, as an example of it, Philip Crowe quotes a certain R. N. Cust who 

argued in 1888 that missionary money 'was collected for the purpose of converting a soul, not sharpening an intellect'.6 The 

'ecumenical' antithesis in its extremest form is that God's chief concern is not with the church but with the world. And His 

action in the world, we are told, is the establishing of shalom, 'peace'. This shalom is not an individual's peace of mind or 

conscience, however. Professor J. G. Davies describes it as 'a social happening', which expresses the 'totality', the harmonious 

community, which God means society to enjoy.7 According to this kind of ecumenical thinking, shalom is almost equivalent to 

the kingdom of God and the new humanity. Indeed, the revolutionary movements of today's world, in which the old order is 

giving way to the new, are regarded as God's own renewing action by which shalom, the divine rule and the new humanity are 

being extended. Once these ecumenical spokesmen have asserted that God is thus primarily related to the world, not the church, 

they go on to define the church's mission in terms of discovering what God is doing in the world and catching up with it. 'If the 

goal of mission is the establishment of shalom, we are required to enter into partnership with God in history to renew society' 

(p. 15). Again, 'the church's task is simply to join Christ in his power struggle' (p. 53), that is, against the structures of social 

injustice. This is what is meant by the phrase 'let the world provide the agenda for the church'. Such a quest for better social 

structures replaces (in many ecumenical circles today) the quest for individual conversions, while proclamation is ousted by the 

kind of dialogue in which the Christian meets the non-Christian on equal terms so that they can pool their ideas. 'I would be 

glad', Dr Davies has written, 'if the term conversion could be dropped from the Christian vocabulary' (p. 54). And the dialogue 

he prefers to proclamation is both difficult and dangerous. 'If I engage in dialogue with a Buddhist,' he writes, 'and do so with 

openness, I must recognize that the outcome cannot be predetermined either for him or for me. The Buddhist may come to 

accept Jesus as Lord, but I may come to accept the authority of the Buddha, or even both of us may end up as agnostics' (p. 55). 

Similarly, Dr Erik Routley, reviewing in the British Weekly in November 1967 John Pellow's description of his ministry in the 

East End of London entitled The Concrete Village, could write: 'Earlier books are all in the key of old-fashioned mission ? of 

the church ''giving'' and ''saving" and dispensing spiritual bounty. This one is in the key of modern mission ? of the church 

being a network of real relations between Christians and the equally real people who live in Stepney. Not "we've got it, you 

come and get it", but "here's my gift; there's yours: let's put them together and see what happens".' More drastically still, Dr E. 

Edmund Perry, Professor of History and Religion at Northwestern University, could tell the American Methodist Council of 

Evangelism in November 1965: 'I abhor the notion of individual salvation; Christianity is a societary term.'8 

 These forms of thesis and antithesis, although at opposite extremes, yet resemble each other in that both contain an 

element of Pharisaism. For each side's involvement with the world is limited, unbalanced, and less than fully Christian.  

  The kind of evangelicalism which concentrates exclusively on saving individual souls is not true evangelicalism. It is 

not evangelical because it is not biblical. It forgets that God did not create souls but body-souls called human beings, who are 

also social beings, and that He cares about their bodies and their society as well as about their relationship with Himself and 

their eternal destiny. So true Christian love will care for people as people, and will seek to serve them, neglecting neither the 



soul for the body nor the body for the soul. As a matter of fact, it has not been characteristic of evangelicals in the past to be shy 

of social action, or even, when necessary, of political action. Perhaps the two most notable examples in England, both of which 

belong to the last century, are William Wilberforce, whose indefatigable campaign led to the abolition of the slave trade and 

later of slavery itself; and Anthony Ashley Cooper, the seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, who introduced legislation to improve the 

working conditions in factories and mines, of colliers and chimney sweeps. We saw earlier how brightly Christ's compassion 

for outcasts shone against the dark background of the Pharisees' indifference. Still today there are neglected groups of our 

human society ? for example drug addicts, alcoholics, the mentally sick, and the elderly ? who need what might be termed 'total 

care'.  They challenge evangelicals to bold experiments which would combine gospel truth and practical service in a balanced 

expression of love. The kind of ecumenism which concentrates exclusively on questions of social justice, however, on 

eliminating racial discrimination, hunger, poverty and war, forgets the Christian saying which is 'sure and worthy of fall 

acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners',9 and forgets also His plain commission to the church to 

proclaim repentance and forgiveness to all nations.10 Much of its theological basis is also, to say the least, extremely 

questionable. 

4. In our endeavour to find examples in the contemporary church of Pharisaic withdrawal from the world, we have so far alluded 

to self-righteousness, a monastic type of self-absorbed isolationism and an unbalanced emphasis on evangelism or social 

concern, each at the expense of the other. But the fourth and perhaps the commonest reason why we tend to stand aloof from 

the world is plain laziness and selfishness. We do not want to get involved in its hurt or dirt. Only the compassion of Christ will 

overcome our reluctance. Certainly the world itself has cultivated a high degree of irresponsible detachment. It continues to talk 

the language of Cain: 'Am I my brother's  keeper?'11 A frightening example happened in New York on 13 March 1964. A 

decent, pretty young woman of 28 called Kitty Genovese was returning home from her job as manager of a bar. It was 3.20 a.m. 

She had parked her car and was walking the remaining few yards to her apartment, when she was attacked by a man and 

stabbed. She screamed for help. Several lights went on in the apartment block, and somebody shouted from an upper window, 

'Let that girl alone.' The assailant looked up, shrugged his shoulders and walked off. But as the lights went out again and 

nobody came to her rescue, he returned and stabbed her a second time. At her renewed screams more lights went on, windows 

were opened and heads looked out. So the man got into his car and drove away. But again, as nobody came to help her, he 

returned to stab her for the third time and kill her. Not until 3.50 a.m. did the police receive their first telephone call. By then 

she was dead. When the police questioned local residents, they found that at least thirty-eight respectable, middle-class, law-

abiding citizens had heard this woman's screams and had watched her being stabbed, but not one had done anything about it. 

She had even recognized one witness and called to him by name, but he did not reply. Why, the police asked, had these folk not 

come to her aid? Some confessed that they did not know. A housewife said she 'thought it was a lovers' quarrel'. A man 

explained without emotion, 'I was tired. I went back to bed.' But 'the word we kept hearing from the witnesses', said Police 

Lieutenant Bernard Jacobs, 'was "involved".' 'People told us they just didn't want to get involved."12 

 Self-righteousness and snobbery, fear of contamination, a distorted perspective of soul and body, and apathy. 

Underlying these four causes of withdrawal there lurks a false view of God. The God revealed by Jesus Christ is a God who 

cares. He loves people who do not deserve to be loved. He makes His sun rise on the evil as well as the good, and sends rain on 

the unjust as well as the just. He made us body-souls and cares for us as body-souls. And He has taken action -- sacrificial 

action -- to supply a remedy for our sin. He has got Himself deeply involved in our predicament. So Jesus Christ Himself did 

not remain aloof, or refuse to get involved, or hide away in the safe immunity of heaven. He entered our world. He assumed our 

nature. He identified Himself our humanity. He exposed Himself to our temptations, sorrows and pains. He made friends with 

outcasts and was nicknamed 'a friend of tax collectors and sinners'?13 He humbled Himself to serve people in their need. He 

washed His disciples' feet. He never drew back from any demanding situation. He was willing finally to bear our sins and our 

curse in our place. And now He says to the church: 'As the Father has sent me, even so I send you."14 The church's mission 

reflects the Son's mission, and both express the character of the Father. What is this? He is not the Judge only, but the Saviour. 

He is not a rewarder of merit, but a bestower of mercy. He is the shepherd of lost sheep, the physician of sick souls, a father of 

infinite patience. Now He sends us out into the world like Christ -- not to run away and escape, but to enter the pain of 

distraught humanity, to think and feel our way into people's doubts, difficulties and distresses, to be channels of the love of God 

as both servants and witnesses, to bring what relief we can and the good news of salvation through Christ's death and 

resurrection. Such is our responsibility. Nothing but costly involvement is Christian; withdrawal, to whatever degree, is 

Pharisaic. 'As our Lord took on our flesh, so He calls His Church to take on the secular world.' Otherwise we do not 'take the 

Incarnation seriously'.1 

 The conclusion brings us to one of the great paradoxes of Christian living. The whole church is called (and every 

member of it) as much to involvement in the world as to separation from it, as much to 'worldliness' as to 'holiness'. Not to a 

worldliness which is unholy, nor to a holiness which is unworldly, but to 'holy worldliness', a true separation to God which is 

lived out in the world --  the world which He made and sent His Son to redeem. Only the power of God can deliver us from the 

grudging, judging attitude of the elder brother, from the false Pharisaic fear of contamination-by-contact and from the aloofness 

which refuses to get involved. In place of all this we need the compassion of Christ. Let the Pharisees of today's church murmur 

their disapproval if they will, if only they will also say of us (as their ancestors said of our Master): 'this man receives sinners 

and eats with them.' 


