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WHEN I WAS VERY YOUNG, I remember that Sundays were 

different, because that was when I had to wear shoes. For 

church. Otherwise I never did, and my clothing consisted 

of one item – swimming trunks. We lived on the south coast 

of Natal, South Africa, in a tropical climate that was always 

warm, even when it rained, and so my skin was brown, my 

hair white, and I never felt cold.

Then, when I was sent to school and had to wear clothes, 

it was still only on Sundays that I wore shoes. (When I 

turned seven and my parents moved to England, my 

cousins there were incredulous that I couldn't even do up 

my own shoelaces!)

School I didn't really mind – every morning I was put 

onto a bus for the12 kilometre ride, and I was allowed to sit 

right up in front, which was fun. But I would rather have 

been playing on the beach with my dog. I remember very 

little of this school – the convent at Port Shepstone – except 

for my piano lessons. My teacher was an ancient nun who, I 

was sure, was at least seven hundred years old. She would 



sit, mostly asleep, occasionally stirring to rap me over the 

knuckles with a ruler for playing the wrong note, before 

again subsiding into primeval slumber. The miracle was 

that I nevertheless grew up with a passionate love for 

music.

But Sundays were irksome too, because now there was 

more school – Sunday school. We were given little cards 

with boring pictures of curious old people, not anything 

exciting like aeroplanes. And these people all had suns 

behind their heads – I couldn't see why?

Then, in England, I was sent to a 'Church' school – 

Methodist. (My paternal grandfather, indeed, had been a 

Methodist missionary in South Africa, his last church is 

now the District Six Museum, Cape Town, and his 29 years 

of service there until he died of polio is commemorated 

with a stained glass window.)

So now, again, Sunday was different. We were marched 

off to the nearest church, each boy carrying a 'thru'penny' 

bit to put into the collection plate. The headmaster once had 

the idea to ask us to list our most detested subjects, and for 

me, the top place went to R.I. (Religious Instruction.) I was 

sick of hearing about the 'children of Israel' – I would much 

rather have listened to the latest episode of Enid Blyton's 

'Famous Five.'

All my life I was indoctrinated with the idea that 

Sunday is the day to 'go to church' and that people who did 

not do so were 'heathen.'

How true is this? A few years ago, two of my oldest and 

dearest friends died. I miss them a lot, and remember them 
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both as being true Christians, just from the way they lived, 

and behaved towards others. But how different they were! 

One was a devout Catholic who never missed going 

dutifully to Mass every week. The other would not have 

stepped inside a church, even if paid to do so.

I believe that the answer to this paradox is to examine 

carefully what Jesus Christ said – and also what he did not 

say on the subject of how to live one's life to achieve 

happiness and fulfillment. Most of us in the Christian 

world are well aware of what he said, well documented in 

the Gospels. But sometimes familiarity and repetition 

inhibit our thinking clearly. He pointed out worthy 

qualities in the Beatitudes and elsewhere, but summed up 

the essence of good behaviour in the preamble to the 

famous story of the 'Good Samaritan.'

Put simply, they were: 1) Love God 2) Love others as 

much as yourself.

To many, 'God' is a difficult concept, often denied 

entirely. Jesus just said: "Whoever has seen me has seen the 

Father. (God)"

So perhaps 'Loving God' means never to say nor do 

anything to cause this 'Father' distress?

Think of someone you love dearly – you wouldn't ever 

want to cause them distress, would you?

The other rule is easier to grasp. It just means treating 

others as you would like them to treat you. Jesus made it 

clear that these two rules were all that were necessary – 

nothing else was important. And, to reinforce this, he 

added: "THIS is the law and the prophets," to his audience 
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to whom the many rules of Judaism and reverence for their 

prophets were central to their life and religion.

So, just two rules to replace the laws and rituals of their 

complex religion? Yes! And then Jesus went on to tell the 

story of the Good Samaritan who was so compassionate to 

a stranger who had been robbed and beaten up, almost to 

death. Others walked by on the other side, but the 

Samaritan stopped and showed remarkable compassion. 

This was indeed loving others as much as oneself!

But I wonder how many people who consider 

themselves 'Christians' really think about what Jesus said? 

That these two simple rules are the substitute for all their 

fastidious rituals? All their time spent practicing their 

religion? But that is exactly what Jesus said!

His concern was that people should live a happy life and 

then, after dying, that their souls should rest in perfect 

peace. To many, death is the end – nothing exists 

afterwards. I cannot myself believe this, even if I cannot 

understand what happens after death. It is well 

documented that Jesus came back to life for several days 

after his crucifixion – as he had predicted. The accounts of 

eyewitnesses are compelling. It did happen. He had often 

made light of dying, even sometimes bringing dead people 

back to life. This is also well documented, and once he 

made a curious remark to a man who wanted to 'follow' 

him, but first, as he said, had to go and bury his father. It 

was clearly an excuse to procrastinate, and Jesus retorted: 

"Let the dead bury their own dead." A strange, macabre 

thing to say? Yes, but an old man had died, so what? People 
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die when they get too old to live. Jesus was, I am sure, 

implying just this, and also that death was not something to 

fear, nor to make a fuss about.

Our family has experienced premature deaths, and I can 

assure you that the pain of loss never goes away. Out of four 

children there remain two alive. The other two died 

tragically, one, at 31, from a wing-suit accident, the other, at 

32, three years later, perhaps from an undiagnosed brain 

tumour, we don't know. And then, three years later again, 

their mother was knocked off her bicycle by a careless 

driver result, and died after four 

months in ICU, at the age of only 68.

Soon after the first son had died I had several strange 

experiences, which some would say were my son trying to 

communicate with me. He had died doing what he was 

passionate about – free flight using a 'wing-suit.' It was 

dangerous, but it was his passion and also his occupation, 

doing a Ph. D. at ETH, Zurich, Switzerland on wing-suit 

design.

My strange experiences could just have been chance or 

coincidence, but there were several and each reminded me 

in a different way that he had died leading a full, happy life 

and that I must understand and not grieve for him. I had the 

inexplicable feeling that he did still 'exist' even though his 

body was dead! And so it is with everyone who dies. Jesus 

often referred to an 'after life' a 'life' which is 'eternal' a place 

referred to as 'heaven.' It is a concept that is beyond our 

understanding, but I believe it does exist. And yet people 

who call themselves Christians often get too upset about 

– brain damaged as a 



death, and make a big fuss – too much fuss – over funerals. 

But remember what Jesus said: "Let the dead bury their 

own dead!"

So, having told the story of the 'Good Samaritan' to 

illustrate the second rule, what did Jesus mean by adding: " 

This is the law and the Prophets?"

To me it is quite clear. Loving God and also loving 

others replaces the rituals of religion, which he described as 

the "Laws and Prophets," all very well, but not essential. At 

another time, Jesus reprimands those who would believe 

that their rituals are important and all that matter: "All 

those who say: 'Lord, Lord…' will NOT enter into the 

Kingdom of Heaven – God will say to them: who are you? I 

don't know you – go away!" A stern warning! Now who are 

those who say: "Lord, Lord..?" Why, who else but those 

who 'go to church' every week, and think that's it!

At this point, it's worth pointing out what Jesus did NOT 

say – almost as compelling as what he did say, in my 

opinion.

He never said: "You must 'go to church' once a week," 

nor did he ever say: "You must 'worship' God."

The early Christians invented the concept of meeting 

once a week in a special building in order to discuss their 

faith, to sing hymns, say prayers together and listen to a 

priest expounding their religion in a sermon. In itself this is 

all not a bad idea, and it has its roots in the creation of the 

world according to Genesis, in which God 'rested on the 

seventh day.' (So why did God have to take a rest, by the 

way?) But it developed into an obligatory exercise which 
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came to mean that 'going to church' proved one's 

Christianity. But Jesus did not say anything of the sort, and, 

on the subject of prayer, he said "when you want to pray, go 

into your room, and close the door." So where does that 

leave praying in public?

So what grew out of this weekly habit was a new 

religion – 'Christianity.' Was this his intention?

Let us pause here to consider this new religion. At first, 

Christians banded together for mutual safety, it is true. The 

rest of the world – especially the priests of Judaism – 

became hostile to these radical upstarts, and even wanted 

to kill them in order to suppress this dangerous, de-

stabilizing movement called 'Christianity.'

But what exactly was Jesus' intention when he said to 

Peter: "Upon this rock will I build my church." Did he really 

want Peter to start a new religion, opposed to Judaism? To 

divide people against each other? To precipitate religious 

wars between Christians and others, or even within 

Christianity itself? Did he? He, who loved everyone, who 

healed the sick, who preached compassion between all 

people? No, the idea that his teaching should become a new 

religion is preposterous! All he came to earth to do was to 

show people how to live harmoniously with each other, 

certainly not to divide people against each other. It doesn't 

take much thought to realize that if everyone 'loved others 

as much as themselves,' there would be perfect peace and 

happiness in the world.

So it was the early church that itself created the idea of 

the new 'religion.' Christianity was never intended to 
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become a 'religion.' The term 'Christian Religion' is actually 

an oxymoron, a paradox, two terms contradictory to each 

other combined in one expression. Religion implies a rigid 

set of rules and rituals, by its nature intolerant of dissent. 

"You must believe this or that, are not allowed to criticize or 

think about it," say religious leaders. But Jesus was not like 

that. He just told people how to live, and left it at that, and 

he treated everyone alike. Jesus, by his words and actions, 

sought to reconcile people, not divide them as 'religion' 

does.

Religion, the 'Law and the Prophets,' can also often lead 

to superstitious beliefs, whereas there is no room in 

Christianity for superstition!

At this point, it's worth quoting the true story of a 

missionary in South America who, learning of a remote 

tribe in the Amazon forest afflicted with religious 

superstition, resolved to go and enlighten them about 

Christianity. He was warned that they were hostile to 

intruders, and often killed them on sight, having learnt to 

their cost that foreigners generally came to exploit and 

plunder their natural resources of timber or minerals. 

Undaunted, he hired an interpreter as a guide and set off 

upstream on the Amazon in a small motor boat, carrying 

his tent and a few provisions, spurred on by his faith. His 

reception, thanks to the interpreter, was peaceful. He set up 

his tent, and waited an opportunity. It came when one day 

the men in the tribe set off for the forest armed with spades. 

His guide explained, when asked, that because of a crop 

failure, the tribe were faced with starvation. And so they 
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were off to a particular clearing in the forest where they 

believed their god lived. There they started to dig a large 

hole, and the missionary asked why? The guide explained 

that they were digging for their god, to ask why the crops 

had failed. During a break, the missionary addressed them: 

"My friends, you're digging a hole in order to talk to your 

god? I must tell you that I can talk to my god anywhere, at 

anytime, because he doesn't live in a hole, not in the 

ground, nor in a tree nor even a hole in a building. He is 

everywhere at the same time."

And they were amazed!

I think that's a lovely story, and it shows that, in 

Christianity, there's no place for superstition, nor for 

witchcraft.

Jesus had no time for rituals or superstition. He was too 

practical, just like any woodworker, where every piece of 

wood must have a purpose. The supreme example of this 

practical approach was at the 'Last Supper,' just before his 

arrest and crucifixion. He had been hinting to his disciples 

that this would happen, but they didn't believe him! We 

can't blame them. Who would want to harm a man who 

showed such love to others? Who healed the sick, even 

brought people back to life, and preached so powerfully 

that thousands came to hear him? Well, who but the priests 

and others in the Jewish church who saw him as a threat to 

their prestige, their status? They feared that he would take 

over and usurp their power. They couldn't compete with 

him, even though he was only a humble carpenter. He 

clearly had remarkable powers, and it was even suggested 
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that he was the Son of God! What dangerous nonsense! He 

must be eliminated, they thought.

But Jesus' disciples could not believe that this would 

really happen. So he enacted a piece of powerful 

symbolism during their last meal together. He broke the 

bread into pieces, as usual, but this time, as he did it, he said 

to his astonished friends: "This is my body, broken for you." 

This was clearly powerful symbolism, since his body was 

not, at that point, harmed. So he was saying: "This 

represents my body." And then, after they had eaten 

supper, he took the cup of red wine, as was customary, and 

announced: "This is my blood, spilt for you." (Well, this 

represents my blood, of course.) At last they must have 

believed what he had been telling them! He then added, 

speaking, let us remember, only to his disciples: "As often 

as you do this, do it in memory of me."

Ah! Now we come to a crucial interpretation of what he 

was saying – what did he mean by this? What were they 

doing? It's simple. They were having supper together, as 

usual! So he was just saying that, every time they ate and 

drank, every time they had supper, they were to remember 

this symbolism predicting his death. Eating supper, for 

them, would never be the same again.

But the early Christians seized on this to create a ritual 

which they insisted was essential to Christianity – the ritual 

of 'Holy Communion.' This involved pretending to eat and 

drink, rather than doing so in order to remain nourished. 

And then this gave them the opportunity to insist that 

people 'go to church' every Sunday in order to 'take 
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communion!' Further, this ritual could only be 

administered by a qualified priest, the implication being 

that the priests are somehow superior to everyone else! But 

Jesus said: "Let no man think he is greater than another, 

because the greatest shall be least, and the least, greatest."

So why did the church decide to do this, to insist on 

weekly attendance? The answer is very simple. People who 

'go to church' every week put money into the collection 

plate every week! And this now invites a discussion of the 

'offertory.' Where did this idea come from? Not from Jesus. 

He never asked for money, at any time. Indeed, he warned 

several times of the danger of money. When challenged 

once, about the payment of taxes to the colonial power, 

Rome, he gave a very significant answer. He asked: "Whose 

head is on this coin?" And they answered, no doubt a little 

taken aback: "Caesar's." Jesus then said: "Well, give to 

Caesar what is Caesar's." But he didn't leave it there, and 

added: "And give to God what is God's."

He was saying that money is unimportant, and has 

nothing to do with God.

And again, warning against the acquisition of wealth 

for it's own sake: "It is easier for a camel to pass through the 

eye of a needle than for a rich man (or woman, or the 

members of a wealthy institution) to enter Heaven." 

Excellent, but devastating humour!

At another time, Jesus yet again warned about money: 

"You cannot serve both God and Mammon. (riches)"

We all need to work to earn money to provide for our 

daily needs, and for the future, when we will be too old to 
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work. But excess wealth is bad, and contrary to living a 

Christian life. Any person or organisation pretending to be 

Christian must guard against becoming too rich. "You 

cannot serve two masters," Jesus said.

So the ritual of the 'Offertory' is clearly un-Christian, 

and this alone proves that there must be a difference 

between the Church and Christianity.

Before I continue, it must be affirmed that the Church is 

a wonderful institution, an extraordinary stimulus for 

architecture and the Arts, in my case for beautiful, sacred 

music.

To conclude, if one were to go to church with no shoes 

on, it would surely cause some critical comment. But 

would wearing shoes – or not – affect one's Christianity?

I will now end by asking a simple question:

"So what then is the difference between the Church 

and Christianity?"

The answer, put succinctly, is this:

"The Church has become a social club, whereas 

Christianity is a Way of Life.”

William Selway Robson

July 2020
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