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To Reneé . . . 

My precious wife and partner—my faithful source of strength—the anchor 
of our family, who is the very model of the Proverbs 31 woman. She is the gift 
God gave me, that I might become the man he desired me to be.

A wife of noble character who can find?
She is worth far more than rubies.

Her husband has full confidence in her
and lacks nothing of value.

She brings him good, not harm,
all the days of her life. . . .

She opens her arms to the poor
and extends her hands to the needy. . . .

She is clothed with strength and dignity;
she can laugh at the days to come.

She speaks with wisdom,
and faithful instruction is on her tongue.

She watches over the affairs of her household
and does not eat the bread of idleness.

Her children arise and call her blessed;
her husband also, and he praises her:

“Many women do noble things,
but you surpass them all.”

Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting;
but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.

Honor her for all that her hands have done 
and let her works bring her praise at the city gate. (vv. 10–31)
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Author’s Note

FOR 2025 EDITION

I’m pleased to provide this updated edition of The Hole in Our Gospel. Even 
in retirement, I continue to encounter people across the country who tell 

me this book has had an impact on them, inspiring them to live out their 
faith in dynamic new ways. My hope is that God will use this new edition to 
reach many more people for his purposes.

The past five years have seen globe-shaking events such as the COVID-19 
pandemic and new conflicts in Africa, the Middle East, and Europe, dramat-
ically increasing population displacement and hunger. The compounding 
effects of these crises have not only slowed progress against extreme pov-
erty, but also imperiled the world’s most vulnerable children (read more on 
page 144–146). Nevertheless, Jesus still calls his Church to care for suffering 
people and to bring hope and healing to the world’s hurting places—refugee 
camps, hunger hot spots, conflict zones, and anywhere children struggle to 
survive. In fact, the hope of Jesus is needed now more than ever in our world!

I’ve invited Edgar Sandoval Sr., the current president and CEO of World 
Vision US, to contribute to this new edition. From the moment I hired Edgar 
in 2015 as chief operating officer, I sensed God had great things in store 
for him. He brings a compelling personal story, a heart fully committed to 
Christ, and considerable corporate leadership experience to the CEO role. 
Edgar ably led the organization through the last five turbulent years—and 
he’s just getting started! You can learn more about him in his foreword (page 
xxi). And in the afterword (page 277), Edgar outlines exciting new strategies 
for Christians to engage in ending extreme poverty.

Thank you for reading and opening your heart to this book’s central 
question: “What does God expect of us?”
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Foreword

God’s timing is perfect when he brings significant people into our lives. 
That was true when he connected me with Rich Stearns. Though we’re 

fundamentally very different people, our similarities come into focus in the 
way the Lord led us to World Vision.

In 2015, a recruiter called me to consider taking the first-ever role of 
chief operating officer for World Vision. It would be a distinct departure 
from my twenty-year career in corporate America, not to mention a major 
move across the country for my family. I found myself wrestling with God 
over it.

Rich keenly understood my struggle. As this book documents, he resisted 
leaving the financial security and influence of corporate leadership to serve 
in nonprofit ministry. We both had survived childhoods tainted by broken 
marriages, alcoholism, and hardship—leaving us with a stronghold of self-
reliance that was tough to break.

The background for Rich’s self-reliance is detailed in chapter 6. For me, 
the need to take control of my life cemented as a teenager. I was born in the 
US and lived in Venezuela for most of my childhood. It was a great place to 
grow up, but in my last year of high school, things fell apart. My father lost 
his job and then lost himself in drinking. My parents separated. Money ran 
out, so we sold our car and other assets. It wasn’t enough. At times, we didn’t 
know where our next meal would come from.

Our dire financial straits dashed my plan to study at Venezuela’s best 
engineering school. The only move that made sense for me was to return to 
the US. So at eighteen, I traveled alone to New York, carrying everything I 
owned in my dad’s army duffel bag, along with fifty dollars in one pocket 
and my American passport in the other. Starting all over again in America 
was tough. I was broke and lonely. I didn’t speak English. I felt like an immi-
grant in my own country.
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Like Rich, I knew that education was the best route to a secure future. 
And like him, I had to put myself through college—Rutgers University—by 
earning scholarships, taking loans, and working minimum-wage jobs. I had 
the extra burden of mastering the English language.

Our hard work paid off. Rich and I both earned MBAs at the Wharton 
School of Business and swiftly ascended the leadership ranks at Fortune 500 
companies. We both “married up” to women straight out of Proverbs 31, and 
we’re family men through and through.

There are even parallels in our testimonies. Rich and I both grew up in 
families with nominal religious faith and turned away from it when we tried 
to take control of our destinies. We resisted as others around us shared about 
following Jesus.

For Rich, everything changed when he fell to his knees in his dorm 
room and committed his life to Christ. For me, it was bowing and kneeling 
to Jesus at a Christian men’s conference. A moment of dramatic surrender 
precipitated our Holy Spirit transformation, which continues today.

Now, I understand that coming to World Vision was God’s plan for me. 
But wrestling with the call brought up all my insecurities around financial 
and material success. And it was comforting to know that Rich understood. 
For three years, he was my boss and trusted adviser. In 2018, I was honored 
to succeed him as World Vision president.

Rich also had an impact on me through The Hole in Our Gospel. In God’s 
timing, I read it during my early days at World Vision, when my eyes were 
opening to the grave realities of poverty in our world—far beyond anything 
I had experienced. As I began traveling with World Vision, I met children 
forced to flee conflict in South Sudan, including one boy with physical dis-
abilities who had to crawl alone through the jungle. My daughter Andrea was 
born with a brain injury and uses a wheelchair, so I know how vulnerable kids 
with disabilities are—and this boy, all on his own in a war zone, was even 
more vulnerable. Encountering precious children trapped in circumstances 
beyond their control broke my heart and started to shift my worldview.

The Hole in Our Gospel stirred questions in me about the purpose of a 
Christian life. Was it more than being a good husband, father, and leader, 
and doing my best to avoid sin? How could I stand by, content in my own sal-
vation, simply waiting to go to heaven someday, while millions of children go 
to bed hungry every night or succumb to diseases caused by the lack of clean 
water? Rich’s book brought into focus that yes, there was a hole in my gospel!
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I had been diligently reading the Bible for many years, discovering 
truth and wisdom for how to live. But suddenly, during those early years 
at World Vision, I started to notice something . . . an unmistakable thread. 
Verses about God’s heart for the poor are everywhere. Throughout the Old 
Testament and the New Testament, from cover to cover—everywhere I look. 
It was as if those verses had been hiding in plain sight from me!

What is the purpose of the Christian life? In the Bible, the answers are 
numerous and obvious.

For example, when I wonder, What is pure and true religion? the Lord 
answers in James 1:27: “Edgar, ‘religion that God our Father accepts as pure 
and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress.’”

When I ask him, “How should I fast and humble myself as I draw close 
to you, Lord?” he replies in Isaiah 58:6–7: “Edgar, ‘is not this the kind of 
fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice . . . to set the oppressed 
free . . . is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor 
wanderer with shelter?’”

As a Christ follower, seeking to know Jesus intimately and follow his 
example, what can I learn from the start of his earthly ministry—his stated 
purpose? In Luke 4:18–19, Jesus fulfilled the prophecy of the prophet Isaiah 
as he proclaimed: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed 
me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom 
for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

And when I wonder how God will judge whether I deserve eternal life 
with him or eternal punishment in fire, the answer is startlingly clear in 
Matthew 25: “Edgar, when I was hungry and thirsty, did you give me food 
and water? Because whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers 
of mine, you did for me. And because you did, come now and take your 
inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world!” 
(vv. 31–46, paraphrase).

These verses, and two thousand more, build a compelling and overwhelm-
ing case that God cares deeply about those who are poor, marginalized, and 
vulnerable. And he calls his people to do the same. Through the Scriptures, 
God pleads with humanity—and, very personally, with me: “Take care of 
them, Edgar! I love them! Be my instrument in sharing with them my love!”

Caring for those who are poor and oppressed was consistently God’s 
command to the people of Israel in Old Testament times, just as it is Jesus’ 
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mission for us today. When we embrace this command and align our pur-
pose with what God cares about, we begin to fill “the hole in our gospel,” as 
Rich outlines in this book.

Though sixteen  years have passed since Rich penned The Hole in Our 
Gospel, its themes are still relevant and urgent. Progress against extreme poverty 
in the past three decades has been disrupted by compounding crises, including 
the COVID-19 pandemic, rising conflict, and extreme weather events (read 
more on pages 144–146). In greater numbers, people are suffering physical 
pain and deprivation as well as the hopelessness of life without Christ.

But as this book makes clear—there’s hope! And that hope has a beautiful 
name: Jesus Christ. In John 16:33 he promised, “In this world you will have 
trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” These words cut right 
through today’s bad news with the ring of truth. Jesus overcomes! And now, 
more than ever, we are called to be the bearers of his world-changing hope.

Yes, the Lord’s timing in all things is perfect. We are his people . . . and 
this is our time!

—Edgar Sandoval Sr., president and CEO, 
World Vision US
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xxv

Introduction

What does God expect of us? That’s what this book is about. It’s a simple 
question, really. But is the answer so simple? What is the Christian 

faith about? Going to church every Sunday, saying grace before meals, and 
avoiding the most serious sins—or does God expect more?

I am a Christian—perhaps you are too. But what does that mean exactly? 
To even be Christians, we must first believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God. That in itself is no small idea. If it is true, it changes everything because 
if Christ is God, then all that he said and did is deeply significant to how we 
live our lives. So we believe. But God expects more.

And so the question, “What does God expect of me?” is a very profound 
one—not just for me, but for everyone who claims to follow Christ. Jesus 
had a lot to say about it. Yes, he did give us deep insights into the character of 
God and our relationship with him as well, but he also spoke at length about 
God’s expectations, our values, and how we are to live in the world. So how 
are we to live? What kind of relationship are we to have with a holy God? 
What is God asking for, really, from you and me? Much more than church 
attendance. More than prayer too. More than belief and even more than self-
denial. God asks us for everything. He requires a total life commitment from 
those who would be his followers. In fact, Christ calls us to be his partners in 
changing our world, just as he called the Twelve to change their world two 
thousand years ago.

Certainly the twenty-first-century world is in need of change. It is hard 
to read the headlines each day without a growing sense of alarm. We hear 
about terrorism, ethnic and religious tensions, wars and conflicts, widespread 
hunger and poverty, global economic turmoil, brutal dictators, corrupt 
governments, massive natural disasters, climate change, nuclear intimida-
tions, and even child trafficking and slavery. Our world, especially since the 
terrorist attacks in the United States in 2001, seems both frightening and 
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threatening, and the majority of us struggle to understand it, let alone do 
something about it. The world’s problems just seem too big and too hard for 
most of us; it’s so much easier to retreat from them than to take them on. On 
Sunday morning, safe in our church pews and surrounded by friends, it can 
be all too easy to leave the world’s violence, suffering, and turmoil outside—
out of sight, out of mind.

But wait—as Christians, are we really given the option of turning away 
from the world’s problems? Does God permit that?

I write this book from a very biased perspective. I believe that “God so 
loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). And if Jesus was will-
ing to die for this troubled planet, maybe I need to care about it too. Maybe 
I should love the people who live on it more. Maybe I have a responsibility to 
do my part to love the world that Jesus loves so much.

The idea behind The Hole in Our Gospel is quite simple. It’s basically the 
belief that being a Christian, or follower of Jesus Christ, requires much more 
than just having a personal and transforming relationship with God. It also 
entails a public and transforming relationship with the world.

If your personal faith in Christ has no positive outward expression, then 
your faith—and mine—has a hole in it. As Johnny Cash sang, “You’re so 
heavenly minded, you’re no earthly good.”1 The apostle James felt strongly 
about this type of person. “Show me your faith without deeds,” he chal-
lenged, “and I will show you my faith by my deeds” (James 2:18). In other 
words, make your faith public.

Embracing the gospel, or good news, proclaimed by Jesus is so much 
more than a private transaction between God and us. The gospel itself was 
born of God’s vision of a changed people, challenging and transforming 
the prevailing values and practices of our world. Jesus called the resulting 
new world order the “kingdom of God” (Matthew 12:28; 19:24; 21:31, 
43; and Mark 1:15, among others) and said that it would become a real-
ity through the lives and deeds of his followers. Jesus asked a great deal 
of those who followed him. He expected much more from them than just 
believing he was God’s Son. He challenged them to embrace radically dif-
ferent standards, to love their neighbors and their enemies, to forgive those 
who wronged them, to lift up the poor and downtrodden, to share what 
they had with those who had little, and to live lives of sacrifice. Then he 
likened their effect on the world around them to that of light on darkness. 

HoleInOurGospel75thAnniversary_INT.indd   26HoleInOurGospel75thAnniversary_INT.indd   26 11/7/24   12:44 PM11/7/24   12:44 PM



Introduction  |  xxvii

Light dispels darkness; it reverses it. Likewise, truth dispels falsehood, and 
goodness reverses evil.

This is not easy stuff. Anyone who has tried to follow Jesus knows that 
the journey is fraught with setbacks, challenges, and failures—two steps for-
ward and one step back. Those who choose to follow Christ have struggled 
since the very beginning to live differently in a world that often rejects their 
values and mocks their beliefs. The temptation to retreat from it and to keep 
our faith private has befallen every generation of Christians.

Yet we are the carriers of the gospel—the good news that was meant 
to change the world. Belief is not enough. Worship is not enough. Personal 
morality is not enough. And Christian community is not enough. God has 
always demanded more. When we committed ourselves to following Christ, 
we also committed to living our lives in such a way that a watching world 
would catch a glimpse of God’s character—his love, justice, and mercy—
through our words, actions, and behavior. “We are . . . Christ’s ambassadors,” 
wrote the apostle Paul, “as though God were making his appeal through us” 
(2 Corinthians 5:20).2 God chose us to be his representatives. He called us 
to go out, to proclaim the good news—to be the good news—and to change 
the world. Living out our faith privately was never meant to be an option.

I write this book unapologetically from the perspective of one who holds 
a Christian worldview. And because more than two-thirds of all Americans 
call themselves Christians, it is obviously a worldview held by a large major-
ity. I quote the Old and New Testaments frequently because I believe them 
to be God’s inspired words to us, and as such, they carry great authority. 
But if you are not a Christian, I hope you will read this book anyway. You 
will find it to be both self-critical and judicious of the shortcomings read-
ily found in the Christian community. As a group, we are far from perfect. 
But Christian or not, you must not read this book dispassionately, as if you 
are somehow exempt from caring. All of us who live in this world share 
responsibility for tackling the world’s problems and showing compassion to 
our fellow human.

I have woven my own story into this book because it is the tale of an 
ordinary person with whom God has been patient. It is an account like many 
others—of one person trying to be faithful to God while also trying to make 
the world a little better by the life he lives. Since the day I committed my 
life to following Christ, I have struggled to understand what God expects of 
me. To the best of my ability, though, I have endeavored to live out my faith, 
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both privately—through prayer, Scripture study, and worship—and publicly, 
by demonstrating God’s love to others through my actions and words, not 
just within my small circle of relationships but in the broader community as 
well. I have tried to appreciate the mystery of the good news we Christians 
call the “gospel” and its power to change the world by changing the human 
heart. I have stumbled many times on this journey and do not claim to have 
figured it all out.

You might imagine the author of a book challenging you to respond 
to the great needs of the poorest people in our world—an author who, for 
twenty years, led a large, global humanitarian organization that feeds the 
hungry, assists disaster victims, and cares for widows and orphans across 
the planet—to be some kind of spiritual hero or saint. You might even be 
inclined to think of me as a Mother Teresa in a business suit. But if you 
have any of those impressions, you are sorely mistaken. Let me clear that 
up right at the outset. I, too, have had a lifelong battle trying to walk the 
talk. I am certainly no saint or hero, and I never set out to save the world—
I didn’t have that kind of courage or imagination. I was a most reluctant 
recruit to this cause—in many ways, a coward. But as you read a little more 
about my story, my hope is that you’ll learn from my mistakes and laugh 
a little at my failures. That God still chooses to use flawed human beings 
like me is both astonishing and encouraging. And if he can use me, he can 
use you.

This book asks the question, what if? What if each of us decided with 
renewed commitment to truly embrace the good news, the whole gospel, 
and demonstrate it through our lives—not even in big ways, but in small 
ones? What if we each said to God, “Use me; I want to change the world”? 
There are now 2.4 billion people on earth who claim to be Christians. That’s 
nearly one-third of humanity. Have we changed the world? Certainly, but 
our critics would be quick to point out that the changes have not always been 
good. So have we changed the world the way God intended? Have we been 
effective ambassadors for the good news that we call the gospel? The Lord’s 
Prayer, repeated in churches the world over, contains the phrase “your king-
dom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). Do 
we believe what we pray?

The whole gospel is a vision for ushering in God’s kingdom—now, 
not in some future time, and here, on earth, not in some distant heaven. 
What if 2.4 billion people embraced this vision of God transforming our 
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world—through them? Imagine it. Indeed, what if even two thousand people 
took their faith to the next level—what might God do? Two thousand years 
ago, the world was changed forever by just twelve.

It can happen again.
—Rich Stearns

Bellevue, Washington
December 2008
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I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of 

God that brings salvation to everyone who believes.

— ROMANS 1:16

Whoever heard me spoke well of me,

and those who saw me commended me,

because I rescued the poor who cried for help,

and the fatherless who had none to assist him.

The one who was dying blessed me;

I made the widow’s heart sing.

I put on righteousness as my clothing;

justice was my robe and my turban.

I was eyes to the blind

and feet to the lame.

I was a father to the needy;

I took up the case of the stranger.

I broke the fangs of the wicked

and snatched the victims from their teeth.

— JOB 29:11–17
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Prologue

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you 

good news that will cause great joy for all the people.”

— LUKE 2:10

Rakai, Uganda, August 1998

His name was Richard, the same as mine. I sat inside his meager thatch 
hut, listening to his story, told through the tears of an orphan whose 

parents had died of AIDS. At thirteen, Richard was trying to raise his two 
younger brothers by himself in this small shack with no running water, elec-
tricity, or even beds to sleep in. There were no adults in their lives—no one 
to care for them, feed them, love them, or teach them how to become men. 
There was no one to hug them either or to tuck them in at night. Other than 
his siblings, Richard was alone, as no child should be. I try to picture my 
own children abandoned in this kind of deprivation, fending for themselves 
without parents to protect them, and I cannot.

I didn’t want to be there. I wasn’t supposed to be there, so far out of my 
comfort zone—not in that place where orphaned children live by themselves 
in their agony. There, poverty, disease, and squalor had eyes and faces that 
stared back, and I had to see and smell and touch the pain of the poor. That 
particular district, Rakai, is believed to be ground zero for the Ugandan 
AIDS pandemic. There, the deadly virus has stalked its victims in the dark 
for decades. Sweat trickled down my face as I sat awkwardly with Richard 
and his brothers while a film crew captured every tear—mine and theirs.

I much preferred living in my bubble, the one that, until that moment, 
had safely contained my life, family, and career. It kept difficult things like 
this out, insulating me from anything too raw or upsetting. When such 
things intruded, as they rarely did, a channel could be changed, a newspaper 
page turned, or a check written to keep the poor at a safe distance. But not in 
Rakai. There, “such things” had faces and names—even my name, Richard.
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Not sixty days earlier I had been CEO of Lenox, America’s finest table-
ware company, producing and selling luxury goods to those who could afford 
them. I lived with my wife and five children in a ten-bedroom house on five 
acres just outside of Philadelphia. I drove a Jaguar to work every day, and my 
business travel took me to places such as Paris, Tokyo, London, and Florence. 
I flew first class and stayed in the best hotels. I was respected in my commu-
nity, attended a venerable suburban church, and sat on the board of my kids’ 
Christian school. I was one of the good guys—you might say a “poster child” 
for the successful Christian life. I had never heard of Rakai, the place where 
my bubble would burst. But in just sixty days, God turned my life inside out, 
and it would never be the same.

Quite unexpectedly, eight months earlier, I had been contacted by World 
Vision, the Christian relief and development organization, during their search 
for a new president. Why me? It wasn’t something I had sought after. In fact, 
you might say I had been minding my own business when the phone rang that 
day. But it was a phone call that had been twenty-four years in the planning. 
You see, in 1974, at the age of twenty-three, in my graduate school dormitory, 
I knelt down beside my bed and dedicated my life to Christ. This was no small 
decision for me, and it came only after months of reading, studying, conversing 
with friends, and the important witness of Reneé, the woman who would later 
become my wife. While at the time I knew very little about the implications 
of that decision, I knew this: nothing would ever be quite the same again, 
because I had made a promise to follow Christ—no matter what.

THE MAN WHO WOULDN’T BUY CHINA

Several months after becoming a Christian, I was newly engaged to Reneé. 
As we were planning our wedding and our life together, she suggested that 
we go to a department store to register for our china, crystal, and silver. My 
self-righteous response was an indication of just how my newfound faith 
was integrating into my life: “As long as there are children starving in the 
world, we’re not going to own fine china, crystal, and silver.” Perhaps you 
can see God’s sense of irony in my becoming president of America’s premier 
fine tableware company a couple of decades later. So when I answered that 
phone call from World Vision in January 1998, I knew that God was on the 
other end of the line. It was his voice I heard, not the recruiter’s: Rich, do 
you remember that idealistic young man in 1974 who was so passionate about 
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starving children that he would not even fill out a wedding registry? Take a good 
look at yourself now. Do you see what you’ve become? But, Rich, if you still care 
about those children, I have a job I want you to do.

In my prayers over the weeks leading up to my appointment as World 
Vision’s president, I begged God to send someone else to do it, much as Moses 
had done. Surely this was a mistake. I was no Mother Teresa. I remember 
praying that God would send me anywhere else, but, please, God, not to the 
poor—not into the pain and alienation of poverty and disease, not there. I didn’t 
want to go there.

Yet here I was, the new president of World Vision, sent by knowing staff 
to get a “baptism by fire” for my new calling, with a film crew to document 
every moment.

Bob Pierce, the founder of World Vision, once prayed, “Let my heart be 
broken with the things that break the heart of God.”1 But who really wants his 
heart broken? Is this something to ask of God? Don’t we pray that God will not 
break our hearts? But as I look at the life of Jesus, I see that he was, as Isaiah 
described him, “a Man of sorrows . . . acquainted with grief” (53:3 nkjv). Jesus’ 
heart was continually moved to compassion as he encountered the lame, the sick, 
the widow, and the orphan. I try to picture God’s broken heart as he looks today 
upon the broken world for which he died. Surely Richard’s story breaks his heart.

MY DEFINING MOMENT

Two crude piles of stones just outside the door mark the graves of Richard’s 
parents. It disturbs me that he must walk past them every day. He and his 
brothers must have watched first their father and then their mother die slow 
and horrible deaths. I wondered if the boys were the ones who fed them and 
bathed them in their last days. Whatever the case, Richard, a child himself, 
is now the head of household.

Child-headed household, words never meant to be strung together. I tried to 
wrap my mind around this new phrase, one that describes not only Richard’s 
plight but that of tens of thousands, even millions more. I was told that there 
are sixty thousand orphans just in Rakai, with twelve million orphans due to 
AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa at that time.2 How can this be true? Awkwardly 
I asked Richard what he hoped to be when he grows up, a ridiculous question 
to ask a child who has lost his childhood. “A doctor,” he said, “so I can help 
people who have the disease.”
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“Do you have a Bible?” I asked. He ran to the other room and returned 
with his treasured book with gold-gilt pages. “Can you read it?” I asked him.

“I love to read the book of John because it says that Jesus loves the 
children.”

This overwhelmed me, and my tears started to flow. Forgive me, Lord, 
forgive me. I didn’t know. But I did know. I knew about poverty and suffering 
in the world. I was aware that children die daily from starvation and lack of 
clean water. I also knew about AIDS and the orphans it leaves behind, but I 
kept these things outside of my insulating bubble and looked the other way.

Yet this was to be the moment that would ever after define me. Rakai was 
what God wanted me to see. My sadness that day was replaced by repentance. 
Despite what the Bible had told me so clearly, I had turned a blind eye to the 
poor. Now my heart was filled with anger, first at myself, and then toward 
the world. Why wasn’t Richard’s story being told? The media overflowed 
with celebrity dramas, stock market updates, and Bill Clinton’s impending 
impeachment hearings. But where were the headlines and magazine cov-
ers about Africa? Almost fifteen million orphans—and no one noticed? But 
what sickened me most was this question—where was the Church? Indeed, 
where were the followers of Jesus Christ in the midst of perhaps the greatest 
humanitarian crisis of our time? Surely the Church should have been caring 
for these “orphans and widows in their distress” (James 1:27). Shouldn’t the 
pulpits across America have flamed with exhortations to rush to the front 
lines of compassion? Shouldn’t they be flaming today? Shouldn’t churches 
be reaching out to care for children in such desperate need? How could the 
great tragedy of these orphans get drowned out by choruses of praise music 
in hundreds of thousands of churches across our country? Sitting in a hut in 
Rakai, I remember thinking, How have we missed it so tragically, when even 
rock stars and Hollywood actors seem to understand?

Today, I know. Something fundamental has been missing in our under-
standing of the gospel.

The word gospel literally means “good news.” Jesus declared that he had 
come to “proclaim good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). But what good news, 
what gospel, did the Church have for Richard and his brothers in Rakai? 
What good news have God’s people brought to the world’s three billion 
poor?3 What gospel have millions of Africa’s AIDS orphans seen?4 What 
gospel have most of us embraced in the twenty-first century?

The answer is found in the title of this book: a gospel with a hole in it.
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PART ONE

The Hole in My 
Gospel—and 
Maybe Yours

Christ has no body on earth but yours,

no hands but yours,

no feet but yours.

Yours are the eyes through which

Christ’s compassion for the world is to look out;

yours are the feet with which He is to go about doing good;

and yours are the hands with which He is to bless us now.

—SAINT TERESA OF AVILA

Kindness has converted more sinners than zeal, eloquence, or learning.

— FREDERICK W. FABER
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CHAPTER 1

A Hole in the Whole

Faith today is treated as something that only should make us 

different, not that actually does or can make us different. In 

reality we vainly struggle against the evils of this world, waiting 

to die and go to heaven. Somehow we’ve gotten the idea that 

the essence of faith is entirely a mental and inward thing.

— DALLAS WILLARD

WHERE IS THE HOLE?

So how can our gospel have a hole in it? As I mentioned in the prologue, the 
word gospel literally means good news. It is shorthand, meant to convey 

the coming of the kingdom of God through the Messiah. One dictionary has 
this definition:

Gospel: glad tidings, esp. concerning salvation and the kingdom of God as 
announced to the world by Christ.1

The amazing news of the gospel is that men and women, through Christ’s 
atoning death, can now be reconciled to God. But the good news Jesus pro-
claimed had a fullness beyond salvation and the forgiveness of sins; it also 
signified the coming of God’s kingdom on earth. This new kingdom, char-
acteristics of which were captured in the Beatitudes, would turn the existing 
world order upside down.

Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn,
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for they will be comforted.
Blessed are the meek,

for they will inherit the earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

for they will be filled.
Blessed are the merciful,

for they will be shown mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart,

for they will see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers,

for they will be called children of God.
Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. (Matthew 5:3–10)

The kingdom of which Christ spoke was one in which the poor, the 
sick, the grieving, cripples, slaves, women, children, widows, orphans, lep-
ers, and aliens—the “least of these” (Matthew 25:40)—were to be lifted up 
and embraced by God. It was a world order in which justice was to become a 
reality, first in the hearts and minds of Jesus’ followers, and then to the wider 
society through their influence. Jesus’ disciples were to be “salt” and “light” 
to the world (Matthew 5:13–14). They were to be the “yeast” that leavens 
the whole loaf of bread (Matthew 13:33). His was not intended to be a far-
off and distant kingdom to be experienced only in the afterlife; no, Christ’s 
proclamation of the kingdom of heaven was a call for a redeemed world order 
populated by redeemed people—now. In other words, the perfect kingdom 
of God that I just described was to begin on earth. That was the vision first 
proclaimed by Jesus, and it was good news for our world. But this does not 
seem to square with our twenty-first-century view of the gospel. Somehow 
this grand vision from God has been dimmed and diminished.

THE “BINGO CARD” GOSPEL

Because of the service by which you have proved yourselves, 

others will praise God for the obedience that accompanies 

your confession of the gospel of Christ, and for your 

generosity in sharing with them and with everyone else.

—2 CORINTHIANS 9:13
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More and more, our view of the gospel has been narrowed to a simple 
transaction, marked by checking a box on a bingo card at some prayer break-
fast, registering a decision for Christ, or coming forward during an altar 
call. I have to admit that my own view of evangelism, based on the Great 
Commission, amounted to just that for many years. It was about saving as 
many people from hell as possible—for the next life. It minimized any con-
cern for those same people in this life. It wasn’t as important that they were 
poor or hungry or persecuted, or perhaps rich, greedy, and arrogant; we just 
had to get them to pray the “sinner’s prayer,” and then we’d move on to the 
next potential convert. In our evangelistic efforts to make the good news 
accessible and simple to understand, we seem to have boiled it down to a 
kind of “fire insurance” that one can buy. Then once the policy is in effect, 
the sinner can go back to whatever life he was living—of wealth and success, 
or of poverty and suffering. As long as the policy is in the drawer, the other 
things don’t matter as much. We’ve got our “ticket” to the next life.

There is a real problem with this limited view of the kingdom of God; it 
is not the whole gospel. Instead, it’s a gospel with a gaping hole. First, focus-
ing almost exclusively on the afterlife reduces the importance of what God 
expects of us in this life. The kingdom of God, which Christ said is “within 
you” (Luke 17:21 nkjv), was intended to change and challenge everything in 
our fallen world in the here and now. It was not meant to be a way to leave 
the world but rather the means to actually redeem it. Yes, it requires that we 
repent of our own sinfulness and totally surrender our individual lives to follow 
Christ, but then we are also commanded to go into the world—to bear fruit 
by lifting up the poor and the marginalized, challenging injustice wherever we 
find it, rejecting the worldly values found within every culture, and loving our 
neighbors as ourselves. While our joining in the coming kingdom of God 
may begin with a decision, a transaction, it requires so much more than that.

I believe that we have reduced the gospel from a dynamic and beau-
tiful symphony of God’s love for and in the world to a bare and strident 
monotone. We have taken this amazing good news from God, originally 
presented in high definition and Dolby Stereo, and reduced it to a grainy, 
black-and-white, silent movie. In doing so, we have also stripped it of much 
of its power to change not only the human heart but the world. This is 
especially reflected in our limited view of evangelism. Jesus commanded his 
followers to take the good news of reconciliation and forgiveness to the ends 
of the earth. The dictate is the same today.
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Christianity is a faith that was meant to spread—but not through coer-
cion. God’s love was intended to be demonstrated, not dictated. Our job is 
not to manipulate or induce others to agree with us or to leave their religion 
and embrace Christianity. Our charge is to both proclaim and embody the 
gospel so that others can see, hear, and feel God’s love in tangible ways. 
When we are living out our faith with integrity and compassion in the world, 
God can use us to give others a glimpse of his love and character. It is God—
not us—who works in the hearts of men and women to forgive and redeem. 
Coercion is not necessary or even particularly helpful. God is responsible for 
the harvest—but we must plant, water, and cultivate the seeds.

Let’s look more closely at this metaphor, used often in the New Testament 
to describe evangelism (for example, Matthew 9:37–38; Mark 4:1–20, 
26–29; Luke 10:1–3; and John 4:35–38). For most of the twentieth century, 
American evangelists really homed in on this idea of the harvest, believing 
that the fruit was already ripe and just needed to be picked. This was the 
essence of Billy Graham’s great global crusades, Campus Crusade’s pamphlet 
The Four Spiritual Laws, The JESUS Film, and Evangelism Explosion. All 
these tools and efforts were highly effective at proclaiming the good news 
that our sins could be forgiven if we committed our lives to Christ. Many 
millions of people did commit their lives to him. In fact, my own life was 
influenced by both The Four Spiritual Laws and a Billy Graham crusade, so 
I can personally attest to how successful these techniques are at harvesting 
fruit that has already ripened.

But what about the fruit that hasn’t ripened? For most of us who made 
our first-time commitments to Christ as adults, our stories were not of 
instant conversion the first time we ever heard about Jesus. In fact, accord-
ing to the Barna Research Group, only about 6 percent of people who are 
not Christians by the age of eighteen will become Christians later in life.2 
It is rare that a simple recitation of the gospel will cause people to instantly 
change their minds. It usually takes much more than that. Our own narra-
tives typically involve a journey of discovery marked by relationships with 
respected friends and loved ones, reading, discussions, learning about the 
basis for the Christian faith, seeing the difference faith makes in the lives of 
people we know, and witnessing genuine faith demonstrated through acts of 
love and kindness toward others. In other words, before we became “ripe” for 
harvest, a lot of other things had to happen first.

Think about all the things that must happen before there can be a good 
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harvest of crops. First, someone has to go and prepare the land. This is back-
breaking work that involves felling trees, pulling massive stumps out of the 
ground, extracting rocks and boulders from the field, and moving them 
aside. But there’s no harvest yet. Next the soil has to be broken up. The 
earth needs to be plowed, fertilizer churned in with the soil, and orderly rows 
tilled to prepare for the seed. Then the seeds must be carefully planted and 
covered. But still no harvest. Perhaps a fence needs to be built to protect the 
plants from animals that might devour them. And always, the seedlings must 
be carefully watered, nurtured, and fed over the long growing season.

There are sometimes setbacks—bad weather, blights, floods, and 
insects—that can jeopardize the harvest. But if all the hard work is done 
faithfully and with perseverance, and if God provides good seed and favor-
able weather, finally a glorious harvest is the result.

Haven’t we heard the stories of faithful missionaries who dedicated their 
whole lives in another country without seeing even one person embrace 
Christ as Savior—only to learn that fifty years later there was a tremendous 
harvest? In our instant-gratification society, we would prefer to go directly 
to the harvest. Who wants to do all that hard work of stump pulling and 
boulder moving? But isn’t all that “other” work the essence of the coming of 
the kingdom of God in its fullness? When we become involved in people’s 
lives, work to build relationships, walk with them through their sorrows 
and their joys, live with generosity toward others, love and care for them 
unconditionally, stand up for the defenseless, and pay particular attention to 
the poorest and most vulnerable, we are showing Christ’s love to those around 
us, not just talking about it. These are the things that plant the seeds of the 
gospel in the human heart.

Didn’t Jesus always care about the whole person—one’s health, family, 
work, values, relationships, behavior toward others—and his or her soul? 
Jesus’ view of the gospel went beyond a bingo card transaction; it embraced 
a revolutionary new view of the world, an earth transformed by transformed 
people, his “disciples of all the nations” (Matthew 28:19 nkjv), who would 
usher in the revolutionary kingdom of God. Those words from the Lord’s 
Prayer, “your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven,” 
were and are a clarion call to Jesus’ followers not just to proclaim the good 
news but to be the good news, here and now (Matthew 6:10). This gos-
pel—the whole gospel—means much more than the personal salvation of 
individuals. It means a social revolution.
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JESUS HAD A MISSION STATEMENT

I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.

— JOHN 10 :10

The revolution began in Nazareth, where Jesus grew up.
Picture for a moment your neighbor’s son being asked to speak at the 

Sunday service at your church. Can you imagine your shock if he stood up, 
read the scripture pertaining to the second coming of Christ, and then said, 
“Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing”? That is exactly what Jesus 
did in the synagogue in Nazareth, except he referred to the Messiah’s first 
coming. This happened at the very start of Jesus’ public ministry, immediately 
after his baptism by John the Baptist and the forty days in the wilderness, 
facing the temptations of Satan. Listen to this remarkable passage:

Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him 
spread through the whole countryside. He was teaching in their syna-
gogues, and everyone praised him.

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the 
Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up 
to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling 
it, he found the place where it is written:

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,

to set the oppressed free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat 
down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. He 
began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” 
(Luke 4:14–21)

The passage Jesus read was a messianic prophecy that envisioned a future 
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messiah who would be both a king and a servant. As perhaps Jesus’ first 
public statement of his identity as the Messiah, what he said in Nazareth was 
a declaration both of who he was and why he had come. It was in essence 
Jesus’ mission statement, and it laid out the great promises of God to those 
who receive the Messiah and his coming kingdom. In this mission statement, 
we see three main components.

First, we see the proclamation of the good news of salvation. Take note that 
the recipients of this good news were to be, first and foremost, the poor, just 
as Jesus promised in the Beatitudes. When we talk today about proclaiming 
the gospel, we typically mean evangelism, a verbal proclamation of the good 
news of salvation and how it can be received by anyone by asking God’s for-
giveness and committing his or her life to Christ. But this is not the whole 
gospel.

Second, we see a reference to “recovery of sight for the blind” (Luke 4:18). 
In the original text from Isaiah 61, there is also a promise to “bind up the 
brokenhearted” (v. 1). These references indicate that the good news includes 
a compassion for the sick and the sorrowful—a concern not just for our spiritual 
condition but for our physical well-being also. We see this same concern time 
after time in the ministry of Jesus as he healed the diseased and the lame, 
showed empathy for the poor, fed the hungry, and literally restored sight to 
the blind. Jesus clearly cared about addressing poverty, disease, and human 
brokenness in tangible ways.

Third, we see a majestic commitment to justice. Jesus came to “proclaim 
freedom for the prisoners,” “to set the oppressed free,” and “to proclaim the 
year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19). In the first century, the allusion to 
prisoners and the oppressed would have certainly meant those living under 
the occupation of Rome but also, in a broader sense, anyone who had been 
the victim of injustice, whether political, social, or economic. The procla-
mation of “the year of the Lord’s favor” was a clear reference to the Old 
Testament Year of Jubilee, when slaves were set free, debts were forgiven, and 
all land was returned to its original owners. The Year of Jubilee was God’s 
way of protecting against the rich getting too rich and the poor getting too 
poor.

Proclaiming the whole gospel, then, means much more than evangelism 
in the hopes that people will hear and respond to the good news of salvation 
by faith in Christ. It also encompasses tangible compassion for the sick and 
the poor, as well as biblical justice, efforts to right the wrongs that are so 
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prevalent in our world. God is concerned about the spiritual, physical, and 
social dimensions of our being. This whole gospel is truly good news for the 
poor, and it is the foundation for a social revolution that has the power to 
change the world. And if this was Jesus’ mission, it is also the mission of all 
who claim to follow him. It is my mission, it is your mission, and it is the 
mission of the Church.

THE POWER OF THE WHOLE

About six months after the terrible earthquake that killed twenty thousand 
people in Gujarat, India, in 2001,3 I visited there. The region had been 
flattened; nearly every house and building had collapsed. Several of my col-
leagues and I were there to dedicate the first of hundreds of new houses built 
through a partnership between World Vision, Habitat for Humanity, and the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID). The resilient 
Indian people, with some help from outsiders, were beginning to put their 
lives back together and move on, even though their human losses had been 
unimaginable to most of us in the West.

During the dedication proceedings, a group of village elders sat just 
a few yards behind us, observing everything. They looked like majestic 
and dignified figures from the pages of National Geographic with deeply 
lined faces; long, white beards and mustaches; and turbaned heads. As 
the event wore on, they were having quite a lively conversation in their 
local dialect. They could not have known that one of my colleagues, Atul 
Tandon,4 had grown up in that very region and understood every word 
they were saying.

After the ceremony Atul shared with me what he had overheard. He 
said that the men were speculating as to why “these Christians” had traveled 
thousands of miles across the ocean to help their community rebuild. They 
wondered what motivated complete strangers to help them. They were expe-
riencing the love of God and the kingdom of God in profound ways through 
the concrete love and action demonstrated by Christians, acting through the 
Habitat for Humanity and World Vision organizations.

Saint Francis of Assisi understood the power of faith put into action to 
change the human heart, for it was he who said, “Preach the gospel always; 
when necessary use words.” We had not yet spoken a word in their language, 
but the village elders had already “heard” the gospel.
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A BIBLE FULL OF HOLES

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one 

who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are turning 

to a different gospel—which is really no gospel at all.

— GALATIANS 1:6 –7

We have shrunk Jesus to the size where he can save our 

soul but now don’t believe he can change the world.

—ANONYMOUS

Luke 4 is not the only place in the Bible that speaks to the issues of pov-
erty and justice. God’s Word is replete with such passages, from Genesis to 
Revelation—but do we heed them?

When my friend Jim Wallis5 was a seminary student at Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School outside of Chicago, he and some of his class-
mates did a little experiment. They went through all sixty-six books of the 
Bible and underlined every passage and verse that dealt with poverty, wealth, 
justice, and oppression. Then one of Jim’s fellow students took a pair of scis-
sors and physically cut every one of those verses out of the Bible. The result 
was a volume in tatters that barely held together. Beginning with the Mosaic 
books, through the books of history, the Psalms and Proverbs, and the Major 
and Minor Prophets, to the four Gospels, the book of Acts, the Epistles, and 
into Revelation, so central were these themes to Scripture that the resulting 
Bible was in shambles. (According to The Poverty and Justice Bible, there are 
almost two thousand verses in Scripture that deal with poverty and justice.6) 
When Jim would speak on these issues, he would hold his ragged book in 
the air and proclaim, “Brothers and sisters, this is our American Bible; it is 
full of holes. Each one of us might as well take our Bibles, a pair of scissors, 
and begin cutting out all the scriptures we pay no attention to, all the biblical 
texts that we just ignore.”7 Jim’s Bible was literally full of holes.

Hole (hōl) n.—a hollowed place in something solid8

The gospel Jesus described in Luke 4 is indeed something solid. If there 
is a hole in our gospel, in our understanding of the nature of God’s call upon 
us, his followers, it is not because Scripture is unclear about these issues. 
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Rather, it is because we have chosen, as Jim Wallis suggested, to pay little 
attention to God’s unmistakable message to bring the whole gospel to the 
whole world. We’ll come back to the scriptural basis for a fuller understanding 
of the whole gospel in the next section. But any head analysis of what Jesus 
expects of those who choose to follow him must be accompanied by the heart 
and the hands and feet as well. In my own case, getting what I knew in my 
head into my heart and out to my hands and feet was the challenge. Walking 
the walk was a lot harder than talking the talk. Isn’t it always that way?
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