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FOREWORD

Lee Strobel is a modern-day miracle. His life, like the apostle Pauls, is a tall trophy of Gods graceand no one is quicker to set the record straight on that point than Lee himself.

Lee was the kind of man that the safe, self-absorbed, traditional church rails against. Competitive, profane, witty, opportunistic, and thoroughly pagan, Lee was the type of person that many pastors warn the sheep to steer clear of if they want to keep their wool white.

But Lee, like so many others in our world, had a softness under that protective veneer that made him a wonderful candidate for conversion. He treasures his wife and children; he is a hopelessly curious person; and, most important, he is a sucker for the truth.

Watching Lee come to faith in Christ and seeing the transformation of his values, relationships, and ambitions has been one of the most remarkable acts of God that Ive ever witnessed.

Recently I sat in the congregation of Willow Creek Community Church while Lee gave one of the most compelling cases for the truth of Christianity that I had ever heard in sermon form. My heart was beating out of my chest! I was awestruck by the powerful way that God was using Lee but also overwhelmed by the thought of how many of the old Lee Strobels are living in subdivisions within easy driving distance of churches all over our land. In that private moment I worshiped God for being a part of a local church that not only has a concern for Unchurched Harrys, as we call them at Willow Creek, but has a workable strategy to reach them. Then I yearned for more churches to become intentional about reaching seekers.

Thats what this book is abouthow individual Christians and their churches can strategically penetrate the unchurched culture. Read it at your own risk. Lee is a dangerous communicatorIf you doubt me, read on.

Bill Hybels

January 1993
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INTRODUCING YOU TO UNCHURCHED HARRY AND MARY

My wife, Leslie, and I were celebrating at an Italian restaurant across the street from the University of Missouri. I was set to graduate in a few days, and I had just accepted a job offer: a three-month internship at The Chicago Tribune, with a promise that if I performed well Id get a permanent job as a reporter.

For a journalism junkie who grew up feasting on Chicagos four aggressive daily newspapers, it was a dream come true.

My best friend, Ersin, a Turkish-born student from a Muslim family, joined us for our impromptu party. At one point during the meal, somewhere between the bread sticks and the Neapolitan ice cream, he made an offhand remark about how my internship was certainly a great gift from God.

His comment startled me. During the four years I had known Ersin, religion had virtually never come up as a topic. Wait a second, let me get this straight, I said. Are you telling me that someone as intelligent as youvaledictorian, science whiz, pre-med student and all thatthat you actually believe that God exists? I always figured you were beyond that!

I was incredulous, but it was clear that Ersin was equally astonished. What are you trying to tell met? he said. Are you saying there isnt a God? Are you telling me that someone as intelligent as you doesnt believe in God? Youve got to be kidding! I always assumed that everybody believed in God.

We were both genuinely amazed by each others position. For me, I couldnt believe that a sharp person like Ersin had actually bought into a fairy tale like the existence of an all-powerful, all-knowing Creator of the universe.

Hadnt he learned anything at college? Hadnt Darwin explained that life was merely an accident of evolution? Hadnt Marx established that religion was only a tool used by the powerful to oppress the poor? Hadnt Freud argued convincingly that religious beliefs are empty illusions that grow out of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind, a desire for protection against the dangers of life?1

It seemed to me that thinking people just werent the religious type. Oh, they may play the religion game, going to church from time to time because its the socially acceptable thing to do. After all, what better place is there to meet potential business clients?

But deep down inside, they certainly werent convinced that they had a great celestial Father, were they? Lets face it: If people really believed that, theyd be living their lives quite a bit differently.

If you could freeze-frame my attitude toward God, circa 1974, that would be it. Frankly, I thought the idea of God was pretty ridiculous. But then if you were to fast-forward the videotape of my life, zipping past a thirteen-year journalism career, youd come upon an unlikely picture: a once-cynical and stone-hearted newspaperman preaching the Gospel at a large evangelical church.

An unlikely picture but a true reflection of what God has done. Today my life is dedicated to helping irreligious peopledoubters as I once wasdiscover the life-changing and eternity-altering reality of Jesus Christ.

The transition from what I was in that Italian restaurant in Columbia, Missouri, to what I later became at Willow Creek Community Church in suburban Chicago is the story of one modern skeptics journey to faith. And yet in a broader sense, its also a story that parallels the spiritual pilgrimage of many people who have discovered Christ through the ministry of Willow Creek and similar churches.

You see, Willow Creek is a church that is geared for the unchurched. Ever since Bill Hybels and a core of friends started the ministry in a movie theater in 1975, they have focused their efforts on trying to reach non-Christians, whom they have affectionately nicknamed Unchurched Harry and Unchurched Mary.

So who are Harry and Mary?

 Harry is the science teacher at the local high school who thinks that all religion is for intellectual weaklings.

 Mary is the extroverted neighbor whos perfectly happy without God in her life.

 Harry is the foreman at the construction site who uses Jesus name only as a swear word.

 Mary is the entrepeneur whos so busy dealing with her success that she doesnt have time for spiritual matters.

 Harry is the businessman who shies away from Christianity because hes afraid it might cramp the way he conducts his business.

 Mary is the university student whose bitter experiences with her dad have poisoned her attitude toward the idea of a heavenly Father.

 Harry is the husband who thinks that his wifes faith is a waste of time.

 Mary is the dentist who does believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, but she keeps putting off any kind of personal response to him.

 Harry is the auto mechanic who goes to church religiouslyevery Christmas and Easter, whether he needs it or not.

 Mary is the accountant who takes her children to church so that they can get some moral training, and though she sits through the services herself, in her heart shes really unchurched.

 Harry is the lawyer who spends his Sunday mornings leisurely reading the newspaper, or playing eighteen holes of golf at the country cluband he chafes at the idea that he should feel guilty about it.

 Mary is the government bureaucrat who was turned off to God by an early church experience that left her convinced that Christianity is at best boring and irrelevant, and at worst, a scam to bilk the naive.

Although this book is written from a male perspective, almost all of the advice will be useful in bringing the Gospel to women who have ignored or rejected God. So when I say Harry in this book, I am also saying, Mary, since the basic principles apply to women as well as to men.

Over the years since I became a Christian, Ive been kidded that Im the quintessential Unchurched Harry. While there have been a lot of others, its true that I did fit Unchurched Harrys profile. And maybe you know someone who does, too.

Maybe you have a colleague at work, a neighbor down the block, a friend that you play tennis with, or even a spouse whos indifferent or skeptical toward Christianity. You desperately want God to use you to bring the Gospel to that individual, but youre not sure what to do.

Or maybe youre entering the ministry and are anxious to penetrate your community with the message of Christ, but youre afraid you might scare off more people than you reach.

Or perhaps youre already a church leader, and youre frustrated because your congregation seems to be in the business of merely re-energizing wayward Christians. You want to reach real irreligious people, and yet youre not sure how you and your church can effectively connect with them.

Part of your hesitation in proceeding might stem from your own uncertainties about Unchurched Harry and Mary. You may wonder whether you really understand them well enough to know how to lovingly, tactfully, and powerfully bring them the Gospel. After all, it may have been quite a while since youve lived a secular lifestyleif youve ever lived one at all.

You may have found that since youve become a Christian, your unbelieving friends have drifted away as youve become increasingly involved in the social network of the church. It has been said that within two years of becoming a Christian, the average person has already lost the significant relationships he once had with people outside the faith.2 Without frequent heart-to-heart conversations with unchurched people, its easy to forget how they think.

Thats why I wrote this book: to help advance your understanding of unchurched people so that your personal evangelistic efforts and the efforts of your church might become more effective.

Thats my goal because, frankly, I love irreligious people. Some of my best friends are, in reality, hell-bound pagans, and I am impassioned about wanting to see them transformed by the same amazing grace that radically redirected the trajectory of my own life.

Im sure that you feel the same way about people you know. I dont think youre reading this book because it has a catchy title or because youve ever heard of me. Youre reading it because youre hungry to see your friends and relatives adopted into Gods family and, hopefully, to see your entire community impacted by the Gospel. Hey, we share the same goals, so lets team up!

Ill do my part by tapping into my personal experiences and what Ive learned in leading irreligious people to Christ. Then you do your part by taking what you think might be helpful for your situation, discarding the rest, and then following Gods leadings as he dispatches you on your next adventure in evangelism.

Let me concede up front that Im not a psychologist, social scientist, or public opinion researcher. All of those experts can offer important insights into why people reject God and the church, and Ill be citing some of their findings in this book. But while I may not be an academic expert, Ill tell you this: I was radically rescued from an aimless life of atheism, and those years of living apart from God left an indelible imprint on me.

That experience is still fresh enough in my mind to help me empathize with whats aching inside the thousands of unchurched people whom Ive addressed at outreach services and events. And its my hope that what Ive experienced as an unbeliever, as well as what Ive learned as an evangelist to skeptics, will help you sharpen your own evangelistic edge, regardless of whether youre part of a traditional or contemporary church.

Let me emphasize that Im not proud of the life I led before I came to Christ. In fact, I wish I had committed my life to the Lord long before the age of thirty. I would have avoided a lot of pain for myself and others.

But one of the most hope-packed verses in Scripture says, And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.3

Sometimes when I read that promise from God, I think: Can any good come out of the raw, turbulent years I spent as Unchurched Harry? And yet, wouldnt it be just like God to answer yes? Wouldnt it be just like Him to create something positive out of that admittedly profane and sinful era of my life?

God can do that. He can actually take my experience of living apart from Him and use it to help you, and I understand how we can reach out to irreligious people who dont even realize that they need God. Thats what I pray will be the end result of this bookfor the sake of all the Unchurched Harrys and Marys.
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HARRYS JOURNEY BEGINS

Unchurched Harry.

Sure, Ive been kidded that I was Unchurched Harry, but actually thats too mild a nickname to describe my attitude back then. It sounds like someone whos stuck in spiritual neutral. A more appropriate description of my mindset would have been Anti-Church Charlie because I was so negative toward spiritual matters.

For most of my adult life, I considered myself an atheist. Admittedly, I hadnt analyzed the evidence for and against the existence of God before I concluded that He didnt exist. I merely thought the concept of an almighty deity was absurd on its surface.

Why devote time to checking out such obvious wishful thinking? Angels and demonscome on! It did not take much of a dose of modern science to debunk the Sunday school mythology of my childhood.

Even as a youngster, I was the skeptical sort. When Id go into an ice-cream shop, Id count all the flavors just to make sure there were thirty-one like the sign said. I was the kind of high school student who peppered teachers with remarks like, Prove it to me, and How do you know? So I suppose it was natural for me to pursue journalism as a career. It seemed like the perfect profession for an iconoclast who liked to write.

From an early age, I was fascinated by newspapers. I loved to read The Chicago Tribune before breakfast and The Chicago Daily News after dinner because they were aggressive and tough-minded. They seemed to subscribe to the old axiom that newspapers exist to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. I wanted that to be my motto, too.

When I was eleven years old, I started a neighborhood newspaper called The Arlington Bulletin in my hometown of Arlington Heights, Illinois, a suburb northwest of Chicago. With the help of some buddies, I produced the five-page Bulletin on a decrepit mimeograph machine every week for two years, publishing everything from local crime stories and politics to reports on new residents of the area.

At one point, Stanton Cook, then production manager of The Chicago Tribune, got wind of our paper, and he came over to see my newsroom in our basement. When a Tribune reporter later interviewed me for an article, I was able to articulate a firm vision of my future: I wanted to get my degree from the University of Missouris journalism school and then embark on a career in Chicago, one of the countrys most tumultuous newspaper towns.

GRADUATING FROM CHURCH

I wasnt concerned much about spiritual issues as a child. My parents certainly encouraged me to believe in God, and they brought me and my four brothers and sisters to a Lutheran church on a regular basis. Frankly, I hated it, and so periodically Id fake a sore throat and say that I was too sick to go. Of course, my mom would reply, If youre too sick for church, then youre too sick to go outside and play this afternoon. That usually cured me.

What I recall most from Sunday school is the mind-numbing boredom of it all. I vaguely remember a jumble of stories about men who wore robes and rode camels, people I just couldnt relate to. It was worse when Id go to the adult service; the twenty-minute sermons seemed interminable, and the whole time I was supposed to sit still and be quiet. I dont remember much of the content other than some talk about Jesus dying on the cross and paying for our sins, but I never could quite comprehend the connection between the two.

All the kids in our family were expected to go through the churchs confirmation process. That meant going to church for religious training for a few hours each week during parts of seventh and eighth grades.

We would sit in a strict classroom while the pastor tried to stuff theology into our uncooperative heads. Each week the class was assigned a chunk of the catechism to memorize, such as one of the Ten Commandments and the commentary on it. Of course, I never studied the assignment until I was walking to church the next week and so I would sit in the back row with sweaty palms until Id have to stand and fumble my way through the recital.

The pastor seemed exasperated by the attitude of much of the class. And, to be honest, we were a pretty exasperating bunch. I still remember his favorite word: diligence. I wasnt sure what it meant; all I knew was that we sure didnt have much of it. Believe me, he made that clear.

In eighth grade, we were presented to the church. Beforehand, the pastor drilled us on the kind of questions that he was going to ask, and when we stood before the congregation, we said what we had been taught to say. I really cant remember much about it.

In some ways, though, it was like graduation, because not only did we graduate from the confirmation process but we also graduated from church. At least, I did. Now that I had done the religion thing by being confirmed, the decision of whether to go to church was pretty much left up to me. Basically, I felt liberated from my religious commitment except for Christmas and Easter.

THE OTHER WOODSTOCK

All of which freed me to live the way I wanted to. Although I maintained the facade of being an all-American boy, this was the late 60s, when the sexual revolution was in full swing, and I was an eager participant. There were times when Id also supply liquor to high school students in the area. Some of it Id steal from my dads supply that he kept in our basement, selling it for three dollars a bottle for gin and five dollars a bottle for Early Times. I didnt drink it myself, although I certainly made up for that later in life. While in high school, I was just in it for the cash.

After my sophomore, junior, and senior years of high school, I moved away from home as soon as the school year ended and lived in a boarding house or apartment in Woodstock, Illinois, which was about twenty-five miles away. I spent the summers working as a reporter and photographer for the Woodstock Daily Sentinel.

As a result, I learned a lot about journalism, but I also learned a great deal about life. I was supporting myself on my eighty dollars-a-week salary (my room at the boarding house was only fifteen dollars a week), and I enjoyed the freedom of living without adult oversight. My roommate brewed raisin wine in the closet, and I was always out trying to meet girls to bring over to our place. The summers in Woodstock were pretty wild.

But as far as girlfriends were concerned, there was only one I really loved. Her name was Leslie Hirdler, and we met when we were fourteen years old. On the same day that a mutual friend introduced us, Leslie went home and said to her mother, Ive met the boy Im going to marry.

Her mother was quite condescending. Sure, you did, she said. But Leslie didnt have any doubts, and neither did I.

We dated on and off during high school, and after I left home to attend the University of Missouri, we maintained our relationship through the mail. We became convinced that there was nobody else we would ever be happy with. Within a year, Leslie moved down to Missouri, and we got engaged. We decided to get married in a church because, well, thats where people get married, isnt it?

Besides, Leslie wasnt as hostile toward spiritual matters as I was. I suppose you would describe her as being spiritually ambivalent. When she was a youngster, her parents took her to a Methodist church for a while. Later, she occasionally attended a Presbyterian church with her Scottish mother, and she remembers her mom softly singing hymns to her when being put to bed as a little girl.

But for Leslie, the topic of God was largely a curiosity she had never taken the time to seriously explore.

LIVING IN HIGH GEAR

At the end of my senior year in college, I was getting ready to graduate and was weighing job prospects around the country. My ultimate goal was still to work in Chicago, but I hadnt applied there because of the tight market. Then one day a professor said, I got a call from The Chicago Tribune. They want to interview you for an internship.

I was stunned. The Tribune was calling for me? What I didnt know at the time was that Stanton Cook, the Tribunes production manager who had been so impressed with the Arlington Bulletin when I was a kid, had been promoted to publisher of the Tribune in the intervening years. He remembered my passion for journalism, and he suggested that the editors check me out.

The result was that I accepted a three-month internship as sort of a trial runand after proving myself for six weeks, I was promoted to full-fledged general assignment reporter.

Thats when my life power-shifted into high gear. In fact, if I had a god at the time, it was my career. I enjoyed having a front-row seat to history, covering everything from gangland murders to major fires to labor strikes to political controversies. I was butting heads with some of the journalistic legends whose bylines I had grown up reading.

And my own byline began to make regular appearances on the front page of the Tribune. In fact, one day I had three front-page stories. I loved seeing my name in print, and I thrived on the cutthroat environment, the adrenaline rush of deadlines, and the get-the-story-at-any cost mentality.

I was known as an aggressive and accurate reporter. There were times, however, when I went over the ethical edge, like when Id call crime victims and witnesses from the press room at the police department and identify myself by saying, This is Lee Strobel calling from police headquarters. Technically, that was true, but actually it was a ploy to mislead people into thinking they were talking to a cop instead of a reporter. After all, people will tell the police a great deal more than theyll tell a journalist.

And when I was on the heels of a hot story and needed some documents from U.S. District Court, I would stuff the papers under my coat and steal thema federal crimeso that my competitors couldnt find them. After my article hit the streets, Id return the papers to their file. My attitude was that ethics were fine to discuss in journalism school, but they shouldnt get in the way of getting a good story.

Over time I was promoted to covering criminal courts and for two years was immersed in a daily world of murder, rape, and assault cases. Later, I was assigned to the more prestigious federal-court beat, where I covered a better breed of criminal, including crooked politicians, corrupt union bosses, unscrupulous business executives, and organized-crime racketeers. Since I was intrigued by legal issues and trials, I took time out to earn a masters degree at Yale Law School, returning to the Tribune as legal-affairs editor.

I was doing what I had always dreamed of: traveling around the country; covering major trials, court decisions, and legal trends; doing radio and TV interview shows; writing a book; winning awards. I had made it. I was on the fast track to the top of my profession, and I wasnt even thirty years old.

DEVELOPING HEART DISEASE

Looking back, I can see how I had been intoxicated by the power of the press. Sure, there were times when I used it for good. I remember doing a Thanksgiving Day feature about the Delgados, a poverty-stricken family on Chicagos West Side. The two young sisters were too poor to own a coat and had only one sweater between them. During the biting Chicago winter, one would wear the sweater halfway to school, the other would wear it the remainder of the distance.

After my article appeared, big-hearted people from around the city showered them with gifts and money. I went back to visit them on Christmas Eve and found their home overflowing with presentsand their closet so stuffed that it looked like the coat department at Marshall Fields. It was a good lesson on how the media can help people in need.

But to be honest, what I really savored was making big shots dance to the newspapers tune. I gloated when one of the most powerful politicians in Chicago called to literally beg me not to run a story that was going to damage his re-election chances. Fat chance, I said. Remember the time you leaked that story about the Sam Giancana murder case to Mike Royko instead of me? Well, its pay-back time.

I barked snide questions at the Illinois Attorney General after he emerged from a grand jury that was investigating him. As he squeezed past me in the hall, he snarled, You think you know all the answers, dont you, Strobel? I shot back, What are you trying to hide, you crook?

I remember waiting until Thanksgiving to call a wealthy businessman so that I could interrupt his cheerful holiday celebration by saying, Im printing a story in tomorrows paper that youre under investigation for fraud. Do you have any comment?

Once a major corporation flew in several executives to try to convince the Tribune to back off from an editorial we were planning in connection with a series of articles I was writing. Youre wasting your time, I told them. Nothing you say is going to stop us.

It was heady stuff. Being a big-city newspaperman can be an ego trip; it stoked mine to the limit.

But after a while, I began to notice that I was becoming increasingly desensitized to other people. I recall interviewing a grieving woman whose young daughter had been raped and murdered. As she poured out her pain, I remember thinking to myself, Wow! These are great quotes! And Im the only reporter whos got them! I didnt care about her daughter or her despair; I was after a front-page byline and another bonus from the boss.

Even other people noticed my hardening heart. Once I covered a trial in which the key witness was a teenage gang member. He testified how a rival gang had lined up him and his friends against a wall and then, one by one, shot them point-blank in the head. Three of his friends died instantly; somehow, he survived. At least, he survived long enough to point out the killers in court. According to a doctors testimony, it was only a matter of time before the witness himself would probably die from his injuries.

After the trial was over, the prosecutor allowed me to interview the teenager for a feature story. I was excited because I knew it was going to be a front-page exclusive. In fact, I was so pumped-up about beating the competition to the story that I was interviewing the witness in a very lighthearted and upbeat way.

In the middle of the interview, the prosecutor pulled me aside and said angrily, Strobel, whats wrong with you? This kid watched three of his friends get blown away, hes probably going to die himself, and youre interviewing him like youre Bob Hope or something.

His words haunted me for a long time. What was wrong with me? Why didnt I care about that kid or his murdered friends? Why did I not empathize with the woman whose daughter had been murdered? Why did I only care about myself, my byline, and my career?

The Bible has a term for ithardness of heart.

A CHURCH FOR THE UNCHURCHED

By 1979, Leslie and I were living in Arlington Heights with our two children, Alison and Kyle. During this time, Leslie became close friends with a woman named Linda Lenssen whose daughter, Sara, was the same age as Alison.

Linda, as it turned out, was a Christian, and as her relationship with Leslie deepened, she began to share her faith with her. Leslie was receptive, especially because she saw congruence between the beliefs that Linda professed and the kind of life that Linda was leading.

But soon Linda found herself in a quandary. She had already explained the Gospel to Leslie and tried to answer her questions, and while she sensed Gods working in Leslies life, she didnt know what to do next. Almost instinctively, though, she knew what not to do.

She knew that she risked doing more harm than good if she were to bring Leslie to her church for a Sunday service. Though Linda attended a solid Bible-believing fellowship, she knew that Leslie wouldnt connect with its traditional approach.

She would be baffled by the Christian lingo, shed find the music oddly outdated, and the sermon would be intended for Christians and would probably leave her confused. Besides, all the church offered was a worship service, and Leslie wasnt ready to worship God. She was still trying to figure out who He was.

Thats when Linda saw a newspaper article about a different kind of church that was meeting in the Willow Creek Theater, less than a mile from our home. The article called it a contemporary church that was trying to be relevant to people who were investigating the Christian faith. It sounded like a good partner to team up with in trying to bring Leslie to a point of decision.

One day Linda nervously took the step of inviting Leslie to Willow Creek. I read an article about a new kind of church thats meeting in a movie theater, she said. Jerry and I were thinking of going to see what its like. Want to come along? She held her breath as Leslie thought about it.

Well, I dont know, Leslie replied.

She was too polite to say what she was really thinking: Its okay to talk about God with you, but going to a church, well, Im just not sure. The church I remember as a child was so intimidating. Im not sure how to behave. Or how to dress. Or what to say. Or when to stand up and sit down. Or how to look up a verse in the Bible. Will the pastor pressure me into making a decision about something that Im not ready to make? What if these people are Jesus freaks? What if its some sort of cult?

CONNECTING WITH GOD

But by the time Sunday rolled around, Leslies curiosity got the best of her, and she agreed to go. To her surprise, she loved it. She came home and excitedly told me about the great music, the poignant drama, the clever multi-media, and the sermon by a guy our age who seemed to be talking our language.

Of course, I wasnt interested. In fact, I remember asking, You didnt give those guys any of our money, did you? Despite my attitude, Leslie kept going with the Lenssens every Sunday. She found that the messages provided great grist for the ongoing spiritual conversations she was having with Linda.

Leslie kept asking questions, kept seeking after the truth, until finally, in September 1979, she came up to me and said: Lee, Ive made a big decision. Ive decided to follow Jesus Christ.

I have to admit that I was about as condescending as her mother was when Leslie told her at age fourteen that she had met the person she was going to marry. If you think thats going to make you a better person, then thats okay with me, I said, but dont try to get me involved!

Leslies conversion actually ended up sparking the most tumultuous era in our marriage, as Ill describe in Chapter 9. It turned out that Leslie did keep encouraging me to go, and I kept resisting. After all, what did I need church for? I was a success in my career, had a house in the suburbs, a wife and two kids, a nice carwho needed God? Besides, to me, church was four things: boring, hypocritical, money-grubbing, and irrelevant.

Yet, over the next couple of months, I started to sense subtle changes in Leslies character as the Holy Spirit began to change her. Im not saying that she turned into Mother Teresa overnight, but there was a definite blossoming of her personality.

I detected it in the way she related to the children. I saw it in her more loving demeanor toward me and others. I watched her develop more self-confidence and patience. Those changes, combined with her insistence that I would love the music, convinced me in January 1980 to venture inside Willow Creek for the first time.

ACCEPTING THE CHALLENGE

Leslie was rightI did like the music. Instead of an organ wheezing tired old hymns, the songs were a kind of driving soft-rock, and I thought they were great in spite of the Christian lyrics. I liked the dramas and multi-media, too, and the fact that the place seemed alive with electricity. But most of all I was captivated by the message.

It was delivered by Bill Hybels, who was my age and who stood before the audience without notes or a lectern. He dressed like a young businessman, and instead of railing at us, he spoke in a sincere conversational tone, like a friend talking to a friend.

What does God say it will take for life to have purpose, direction, and meaning in a fallen society? he asked. What does it take to have a transformation of the heart?

My mind flashed to the condition of my own heart as I recalled that prosecutors stinging words: Strobel, whats wrong with you? Hybels had my attention.

He used an overhead projector to draw a graphic depiction of the popular perception about Christianity, and then he critiqued it from a biblical perspective. He explained that because of Christs love for us He willingly died on the cross as our substitute so we wouldnt have to pay for our own wrongdoing. For the first time, the connection between the Cross and my own life became clear.

At the end, he issued two challenges. For those who were ready, he urged them to receive Christs free gift of forgiveness and His leadership of their life. For those who werent, he encouraged them to continue checking out the claims of Christianity.

I was intrigued by both the message and his concession that some people needed to go through a discovery process before they could make an informed decision about Christ. While I didnt believe the Gospel was true, he had convinced me that if it were the truth, it had tremendous implications for my life.

So as I walked out of the theater that morning into the brisk air, I made a decision. I vowed to check out the Christian faith. Id separate mythology from reality and see what remained. After all, thats what I did every day as a journalistId take a nugget of information and investigate to see whether its true.

Why not put Christianity to the same test?
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A SKEPTICS SURPRISE

For a person who considered himself an atheist, I embarked on my spiritual journey in an unusual way.

I asked God for help.

I figured, whats the downside? If Im right and nobodys at home in heaven, then all Ive lost is thirty seconds. If Im wrong and God is listeningwell, there could be a big upside. So in the privacy of my room on January 20, 1980, I prayed along these lines:

God, I dont even believe Youre there, but if You are, I want to find You. I really do want to know the truth. So if You exist, please show Yourself to me.

What I didnt know at the time was that this simple prayer would launch me on a nearly two-year adventure of discovery that would end up revolutionizing my life.

Using my legal training, which gave me knowledge about evidence, and my journalism background, which gave me skills in ferreting out facts, I began to read books and interview experts. I was greatly influenced by Josh McDowell, whose books More Than a Carpenter1 and Evidence That Demands a Verdict2 first opened my eyes to the possibility that a person could have an intellectually defensible faith.

Of course, I also read the Bible. However, for the moment I set aside the issue of whether it really was the inspired word of God. Instead, I took the Bible for what it undeniably isa collection of ancient documents purporting to record historical events.

I also read other religious writings, including the Book of Mormon, because I thought it important to check out different spiritual options. Most of them were easy to dismiss. For instance, Mormonism quickly fell by the wayside after I found irreconcilable discrepancies between the claims of its founder, Joseph Smith, and the findings of modern archaeology. But with Christianity, the more I found out, the more intrigued I became.

I visualized this process as if I were putting together a giant jigsaw puzzle in my mind. Every time I confirmed another item of evidence or a question was answered, it was like a puzzle piece being put into place. I didnt know what the final picture was going to look likethat was the mysterybut each fact I uncovered brought me one step closer to the solution.

ANSWERS FOR AN ATHEIST

Right off the bat, I figured that Christians had made a tactical error. Other religions believe in all kinds of amorphous, invisible gods, and thats kind of hard to pin down one way or the other. But Christians were basing their religion on the alleged teachings and miracles of someone they claimed is an actual historical personJesus Christwho, they said, is God.

I thought this a major mistake because if Jesus really lived, He would have left behind some historical evidence. I figured that all I needed to do was ascertain the historical truth about Jesus and I would find that He was a nice man, maybe a very moral person and excellent teacher, but certainly nothing at all like a god.

I began by asking myself the first question any good journalist asks: How many eyeballs are there? The term eyeball is slang for eyewitness. Everyone knows how convincing eyewitness testimony can be in establishing the veracity of an event. Believe me, Ive seen plenty of defendants sent to prison by eyewitnesses.

So I wanted to know, How many witnesses met this person named Jesus? How many heard His teachings? How many watched Him perform miracles? How many actually saw Him after he supposedly returned from the dead?

I was surprised to discover that there wasnt just a single eyewitness; there were many, and the New Testament contains actual writings by several of them. For instance, there are Matthew, Peter, John, and Jamesthey were all eyewitnesses. Theres the historian Mark, who recorded Peters firsthand account; theres Luke, a physician who wrote a biography of Jesus based on eyewitness testimony; and theres Paul, whose life was turned upside down after he said he had encountered the resurrected Christ.

Peter was adamant that he was accurately recording firsthand information. We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, he wrote, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.3

John said he was writing about things which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched.4

TRUSTWORTHY TESTIMONY

Not only were these people eyewitnesses, but, McDowell pointed out, they were preaching about Jesus to people who had lived at the same time and in the same area that Jesus did. This is important because if the disciples were exaggerating or rewriting history, their often-hostile audiences would have known it and thrown them out. But instead, they were able to talk about matters that were common knowledge to their audiences.5

For instance, shortly after Jesus was killed, Peter spoke to a crowd in the same city where the Crucifixion had taken place. Many of them probably had seen Jesus put to death. He started out by saying: Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know.6

In other words, Cmon, everybodyyou know what Jesus did. You saw these things for yourself! Then he pointed out that although King David was dead and still in his tomb, God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.7

The audiences reaction was very interesting. They didnt say, We dont know what youre talking about! Instead, they panicked and wanted to know what they should do. On that day about three thousand people sought forgiveness and many others followedapparently because they knew that Peter was telling the truth.8

I had to ask myself, Would Christianity have taken root as quickly as it undeniably did if these disciples were going around saying things that their audiences knew were exaggerated or false?

Jigsaw pieces began fitting into place.

One bit of evidence that Christians were trying to sell meand which I wasnt buyingwas that Jesus disciples must have believed what they were preaching about Him because ten of the eleven remaining disciples suffered terrible deaths rather than recant their testimony that Jesus was the Son of God who had risen from the dead. Several were tortured to death through crucifixion.

At first, I didnt find that persuasive. I could point to all sorts of crackpots through history who were willing to die for their religious beliefs. But the disciples were different, McDowell said. People will die for their religious beliefs if they are convinced that their beliefs are true, but people wont die for their religious beliefs if they know their beliefs are false.

In other words, the whole Christian faith hinges on whether Jesus Christ actually rose from the dead.9 No resurrection, no Christianity. The disciples said that they saw Jesus after He rose from the dead. They knew whether or not they were lying; there was no way this could have been a hallucination or mistake. And if they were lying, would they willingly allow themselves to be killed for what they knew to be false?

As McDowell observed, Nobody knowingly and willingly dies for a lie.10

That single fact had a powerful influence on me, even more so when I looked at what happened to the disciples after the Crucifixion. History shows that they went out to boldly proclaim that Jesus overcame the tomb. Suddenly, these once-cowardly men are filled with courage, willing to preach to their death that Jesus was the Son of God.

What transformed them? I couldnt come up with an explanation that made more sense than that they really did have a life-changing experience with the resurrected Christ.

A FIRST-CENTURY SKEPTIC

I came to especially like the disciple named Thomas because he was as skeptical as I was. I figured he would have made a great journalist. Thomas said he wasnt going to believe that Jesus had returned to life unless he could personally examine the wounds in Jesus hands and feet.

According to the New Testament records, Jesus did appear and invite Thomas to check out the evidence for himself, and Thomas saw that it was true. I was fascinated to find out how he spent the rest of his life. According to tradition, he ended up proclaiminguntil he was stabbed to death in Indiathat Jesus was the Son of God who had returned from the dead. For him, the evidence had been profoundly convincing.

Also, it was significant to read what Thomas said after becoming satisfied by the evidence that Jesus had overcome death. Thomas proclaimed: My Lord and my God!11

Now, Jesus didnt respond by saying, Whoa! Wait a minute, Tom. Dont go worshiping me. You should only worship God, and remember, Im just a great teacher and a very moral man. Instead, Jesus accepted Thomas worship.

So it didnt take long to disprove the popular conception that Jesus never claimed He was God. For years, skeptics had been telling me that Jesus never pretended that He was anything more than a man and that Hed roll over in His grave if He knew that people were worshiping Him. But as I read the Bible, I found Jesus affirming over and over againthrough word and deedwho He really was.

Christs oldest biography describes how He was asked point-blank by the high priest during his trial: Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?12 Jesus wasnt ambiguous. The first two words out of His mouth were: I am.13

The high priest knew what Jesus was saying, because He angrily declared to the court, You have heard the blasphemy.14 What was blasphemous? That Jesus was claiming to be God! This, I learned, is the crime for which He was put to death.

As I was becoming more confident in the New Testaments eyewitness accounts, I kept remembering what other skeptics had told me through the years. They claimed that the New Testament couldnt be trusted because it was written a hundred or more years after Jesus lived. They said that myths about Jesus had grown up during the interim and distorted the truth beyond recognition.

But as I assessed the facts with fairness, I found out that recent archaeological discoveries have forced scholars to give earlier and earlier estimates for when the New Testament was written.

Dr. William Albright, a world-renowned professor from Johns Hopkins University and former director of the American School of Oriental Research in Jerusalem, said hes convinced that the various books of the New Testament were written within fifty years after the Crucifixion and very probably within twenty and forty-five years of Jesus death.15 This means that the New Testament was available during the lifetimes of eyewitnesses who would have disputed its contents if they had been fabricated.

Whats more, scholars have studied the amount of time it took for legend to develop in the ancient world. Their conclusion: There would not have been anywhere near enough time between the death of Jesus and the New Testament writings for legend to displace historical truth.16

In fact, I later learned that a creed of the early churchaffirming that Jesus died for our sins, was resurrected, and appeared to many witnesseshas been traced back to within three to eight years after Jesus death. This statement of faith, reported by the apostle Paul in First Corinthians 15:3-7, is based on firsthand accounts and is a very early confirmation of the core of the Gospel.17

Piece by piece, my mental jigsaw puzzle was coming together.

THE POWER OF PROPHECY

Next I turned to the Bibles prophecies, an area I was especially cynical about. I had written a lot of articles over the years on predictions about the futureit was one of those New Years stories that all beginning reporters got stuck doingand I knew how few prognostications actually came true. For instance, every year people in Chicago insist that the Cubs are going to clinch the World Series, and that certainly hasnt come true in my lifetime!

Even so, the more I analyzed the Old Testament prophecies, the more convinced I became that they constitute amazing historical evidence to support the claims that Jesus is the Messiah and Son of God.

For example, I read Isaiah 53 in the Old Testament and found it to be an absolutely uncanny description of Jesus being crucifiedand yet it was written more than 700 years before the fact. Thats like my trying to predict how the Cubs will do in the year 2693! In all, there are about five dozen major prophecies concerning the Messiah, and the more I studied them, the more difficulty I had in trying to explain them away.

My first line of defense was that Jesus may have intentionally maneuvered His life to fulfill the prophecies so that He would be mistaken for the long-awaited Messiah. For instance, Zecha-riah 9:9 foretold that the Messiah would ride a donkey into Jerusalem. Maybe when Jesus was getting ready to enter the town, He told His disciples, Go fetch Me a donkey. I want to fool these people into thinking Im the Messiah because Im really anxious to be tortured to death!

But that argument fell apart when I read prophecies about events that Jesus never could have arranged, such as the place of His birth, which the prophet Micah foretold seven hundred years in advance, and His ancestry, how He was born, how He was betrayed for a specific amount of money, how He was put to death, how His bones remained unbroken (unlike the two criminals who were crucified with Him), how the soldiers cast lots for His clothing, and on and on.18

My second line of defense was that Jesus wasnt the only person to whom these prophecies pointed. Maybe several people in history have fit these predictions, but Jesus happened to have a better public relations agent and so now Hes the one everyone remembers.

But reading a book by Peter Stoner, professor emeritus of science at Westmont College, dismantled that objection. Stoner worked with six hundred students to calculate the mathematical probability of just eight of the Old Testament prophecies being fulfilled in any one person living down to the present time.19 The probability was one chance in ten to the seventeenth power. Thats a figure with seventeen zeroes behind it!

To try to comprehend that enormous number, I did some calculations. I imagined the entire world being covered with white tile that was one-and-a-half inches squareevery bit of dry land on the planetwith the bottom of just one tile painted red.

Then I pictured a person being allowed to wander for a lifetime around all seven continents. He would be permitted to bend down only one time and pick up a single piece of tile. What are the odds it would be the one tile whose reverse side was painted red? The odds would be the same as just eight of the Old Testament prophecies coming true in any one person throughout history!

That was impressive enough, but then Stoner analyzed forty-eight prophecies. His conclusion was that there would be one chance in ten to the 157th power that they would come true in any one person in history.20 Thats a number with 157 zeroes behind it!

I did some research and learned that atoms are so small that it takes a million of them lined up to equal the width of a human hair. I also interviewed scientists about their estimate of the number of atoms in the entire known universe.

And while thats an incredibly large number, I concluded that the odds of forty-eight Old Testament prophecies coming true in any one individual are the same as a person randomly finding a single predetermined atom among all the atoms in a trillion trillion trillion trillion billion universes the size of our universe!

Jesus said He came to fulfill the prophecies. He said, Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.21 I was beginning to believe that they were fulfilledonly in Jesus Christ.

I asked myself if someone offered me a business deal with just one chance in ten to the 157th power that Id lose, how much would I invest? Id put everything I owned into a sure-fire winner like that! And I was starting to think, With those kind of odds, maybe I should think about investing my life in Christ.

THE REALITY OF THE RESURRECTION

Since its central to Christianity, I also spent quite a bit of time analyzing the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus. I certainly wasnt the first skeptic to do that. Many have gone through the same exercise and emerged as Christians.

For instance, a British journalist and lawyer named Frank Morison set out to write the authoritative book exposing the resurrection as a myth. However, after painstakingly studying the evidence, he became a Christian, saying there was no question that the resurrection has a deep and profoundly historical basis.22 The book he eventually wrote about his spiritual investigation gave me an attorneys incisive analysis of the resurrection accounts.

Another legal perspective came from Simon Greenleaf, the brilliant professor of evidence who is credited with helping Harvard Law School first achieve its reputation for excellence. Greenleaf authored one of the finest American treatises ever written on the topic of what constitutes legal evidence.

In fact, even the U.S. Supreme Court quoted it. The London Law Journal once said that Greenleaf knew more about the laws of evidence than all the lawyers who adorn the courts of Europe.23

Greenleaf scoffed at the resurrection until a student challenged him to check it out for himself. He methodically applied the legal tests of evidence and became convinced that the resurrection was an actual historical event. The Jewish professor then committed his life to Christ.24

In summary, the evidence for the resurrection is that Jesus was killed by crucifixion and was stabbed by a spear; He was pronounced dead by experts; He was wrapped in bandages containing seventy-five pounds of spices; He was placed in a tomb; a huge rock was rolled in front of the entrance (according to one ancient account, so big that twenty men couldnt move it); and the tomb was guarded by highly disciplined soldiers.

Yet, three days later the tomb was discovered empty, and eyewitnesses proclaimed to their death that Jesus had appeared to them.

Who had a motive to steal the body? The disciples werent about to conceal it so they could be tortured to death for lying about it. The Jewish and Roman leaders would have loved to have paraded the body up and down Main Street in Jerusalem; certainly that would have instantly killed this budding religion that they had spent so much time trying to squelch.

But what happened is that over a period of forty days, Jesus appeared alive twelve different times to more than 515 peopleto skeptics like Thomas and James, and sometimes to groups, sometimes to individuals, sometimes indoors, sometimes outdoors in broad daylight. He talked with people and even ate with them.

Several years later, when the apostle Paul mentioned that there had been eyewitnesses to the resurrection, he noted that many of them were still alive, as if to say to first-century doubters, Go confirm it with them if you dont believe me.25

In fact, if you were to call to the witness stand every person who actually saw the resurrected Jesus, and if you were to cross-examine each one of them for only fifteen minutes, and if you did this around the clock without any breaks, you would be listening to firsthand testimony for more than five solid days.

Compared to the trials I had covered, this was an avalanche of evidence. More puzzle pieces locked into place.

DIGGING FOR THE TRUTH

I looked at archaeology and discovered that it has confirmed the biblical record time after time. Admittedly, there are some issues still to be resolved. However, one eminent archaeologist, Dr. Nelson Gleuck, said: It may be stated categorically that no archaeological discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference. Scores of archaeological findings have been made that confirm in clear outline or in exact detail historical statements in the Bible.26

I was especially fascinated by the story of Sir William Ramsay of Oxford University in England, one of historys greatest archaeologists. He was an atheist; in fact, he was the son of atheists. He spent twenty-five years doing archaeological digs to try to disprove the book of Acts, which was written by the historian Luke who also penned the Gospel bearing his name.

But instead of discrediting Lukes account, Ramsays discoveries kept supporting it. Finally, he concluded that Luke was one of the most accurate historians who ever lived. Bolstered by the archaeological evidence, Ramsay became a Christian.27

Then I said, Okay, so theres evidence that the New Testament is historically reliable. But what evidence is there for Jesus outside the Bible?

I was amazed to find out that there are about a dozen non-Christian writers from ancient history who cite historic details about the life of Jesus, including the fact that He did amazing things, that He was known as a virtuous person, that He was called the Messiah, that He was crucified, that the sky went dark while He hung on the cross, that His disciples said He had returned from the dead, and that they worshiped Him as God.28

Actually, this is just a brief overview of my spiritual investigation, since I delved into a lot more details than can be described here. And I dont want to suggest this was merely an antiseptic, academic exercise. There was plenty of emotion involved, as Chapter 9 will describe. But it seemed as if everywhere I turned was more confirmation of the reliability of the biblical account of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

SOLVING THE PUZZLE

I sorted through the evidence for a year and nine months, until Sunday, November 8, 1981, after I had returned home from church. I was alone in my bedroom, and I concluded that the time had arrived to reach a verdict.

Christianity had not been absolutely proven. If it had, there would be no room for faith. But when I weighed the facts, I concluded that the historical evidence clearly supports the claims of Christ beyond any reasonable doubt. In fact, based on what I had learned, it would have taken more faith to remain an atheist than to become a Christian!

So, after I had put the last piece of my mental jigsaw puzzle into place, I figuratively stepped back to see the picture I had been systematically piecing together in my mind for almost two years.

It was a portrait of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Like the former skeptic Thomas, I responded by declaring: My Lord and my God!

Afterward, I walked into the kitchen, where Leslie was standing next to Alison in front of the sink. Our daughter was five years old at the time, and by standing on her toes and stretching, she was barely able to reach the kitchen faucet for the first time.

Look, Daddy, look! she exclaimed. I can touch it! I can touch it!

Honey, thats great, I told her as I gave her a hug. Then I said to Leslie, You know, thats exactly how I feel. Ive been reaching for someone for a long time, and today I was finally able to touch Him.

She knew what I was saying. With tears in our eyes, we embraced.

As it turned out, Leslie and her friends had been praying for me almost daily throughout my spiritual journey. Often, Leslies prayers had focused on this verse from the Old Testament:

I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.29

Thank God, He has been faithful to that promise.

TAKE-AWAY POINTS

Thats the story of one Unchurched Harrys spiritual journey. Of course, theres no typical path to Christ. Some people are prompted to seek God because of a crisis in their lives; others because of an aching emptiness. But here are eight broad principles distilled from my story that might help you in reaching the Unchurched Harrys and Marys in your life:

 Evangelism is most often a process, not a sudden event. Generally, the Holy Spirit works over time in a persons life. While conversion happens at a specific moment, there is usually much that precedes it. Yet many Christians and churches are only geared to treat evangelism as an eventa decision that needs to be made right now, rather than a choice that frequently comes after a period of discovery. Actually, prematurely pressing for a commitment can be counter-productive.

 As Leslie demonstrated, many times unchurched people are willing to visit a church if theyre invited by a friend who has already opened up spiritual issues through personal conversations. But there is a potential downside to this that Ill discuss at the end of chapter 5.

 Women can have a significant influence with men on religious issues, as Leslie did with me. This was quantified in a 1992 study that examined the role of wives and girlfriends in reaching British men with the Gospel. Perhaps its only with their wives or girlfriends that the barriers are down far enough for men to discuss these very personal matters, said researcher Pam Hanley.30

 In trying to reach a friend with the Gospel, even mature Christians often need to partner with a church that offers services or periodic events that are sensitive to seekers.

 Apologetics, or using evidence and reasoning to defend the faith, is critically important in penetrating the skepticism of many secular people today. This is especially true for non-believers who are in professions that deal with facts and figures, such as engineering, science, journalism, medicine, and law.

 Many irreligious people avoid church because of negative church experiences they had as a child. However, these biases can be overcome if a church thinks through the way that it will be perceived by unchurched visitors and then shapes its ministry accordingly, without altering the Gospel.

 Once a person sincerely begins to check out Christianity, its only a matter of time before hell discover the truth about God. The Bible says, You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.31 However, its important to realize that the seeking process itself is a response to the Holy Spirits work. It is He who was sent to convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment because we matter so much to God.32 Apart from that, none of us would seek God at all.33

 As Leslie found, theres no substitute for asking God to intervene in a persons life. James said that the prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.34

Now lets look at some specific attitudes that may be influencing your unchurched friends to steer clear of God and the churchand some ways that you can respond.
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