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“Branded A Christian”

One of the secrets of being successful in business is creating a brand name that is immediately and easily recognizable to the general public.  That’s why major corporations spend millions of dollars promoting their brand name.  

Take, for example, the following ten manufactures that have successfully created a brand name that has stood the test of time.  See if you can identify what products they manufacture. 
Wrigley


Sherwin Williams
Singer 


Del Monte
Gillette 


Campbell's
Nabisco 


Levi
Kellogg's 


Kodak

These are the brands that helped built America.  Each one of them was established in the first quarter of the 20th century.  Each one is still easily recognizable nearly a century later.  Their brand names stand for quality and assurance.  They’re products people trust.  They have stood the test of time.

The term "brand" was originally derived from ranchers who branded their cattle or sheep with a hot iron for identification purposes.  Today we use Social Security numbers and finger prints for a similar purpose.

Branding also had a negative connotation. Criminals and adulterers were branded or tattooed to indelibly mark their disgraces.  You’ll recall how in Nathanial Hawthorne’s 1850 novel, “The Scarlet Letter, Hester Prynne, was forced to publicly display her sin of adultery by wearing a capital “A” on her outer garment.  

Today brands get just as strong a reaction, but generally in a more benign way.  Today branding involves attaching a name or reputation to something.  Over time, with enough exposure and constant reinforcement, the reality of a brand becomes what happens when someone sees an image and forms associations, values, and a kind of internal relationship with that brand.

For example, when looking at the image that appears on the screen, most people have a positive reaction.  Why?  Because Disney represents a brand that is decent and family oriented.  When you see Mickey Mouse ears you immediately associate them with wholesome family values.  And from mouse ears, of all things.  That’s the power of branding.
Churches too have learned the power of branding.  I’m sure many of you can remember TV ads over the past years sponsored by the Church of the Latter Day Saints emphasizing family values.  Maybe you’ve seen the recent promotional campaign sponsored by the Roman Catholic with the tag line, “What have you done for your marriage today?”  The campaign is designed to help the public associate the value of a healthy and vital marriage with the Catholic Church.

The United Methodist Church has also created its own brand.  In 2001 our denomination unveiled an advertising campaign designed to reach Baby Boomers and Older Gen Xer’s.  Using the denominational logo of the flame and cross, the brand was captured in the tag line: “Open hearts, open minds, open doors: The people of the United Methodist Church.”  The campaign was designed to reach the unchurched with a message that our denomination is both hospitable and non-judgmental.  All are welcome regardless of race, nationality, economic status or sexual orientation. 
Building upon this brand, next month a new campaign is being unveiled, intended to reach young adults ages 18-34.  This is a generation who has largely been absent from our churches, their parents having left a generation ago.  The theme of this campaign is “Rethink Church,” causing young adults to rethink what the church might be if it related to their way of thinking and life style.  The tag line for this campaign is, “What if church wasn’t just a place we go, but something we do?”  The campaign is designed to reach young adults using the technology with which they are most familiar: YouTube, i-Tunes and cell phone text messages.

Given what’s been said about branding, what unshakable image, what instant association pops into the minds of secular people when they hear the brand Christian?  What do you suppose are the three top words used to describe the Church and Christians by the secular public?  According to a poll taken a few years ago, the results were 1. hypocritical, 2. boring, and 3. judgmental.

Is it any wonder nearly 80% of churches across America have plateaued or are declining?  Is it any wonder that the number of Americans who identify themselves as Christians has dropped from 86% in 1990 to 76% in 2008?  Is it any wonder that the number of Americans claiming no religious preference has nearly doubled in the last 18 years, increasing from 8.2% in 1990 to 15% in 2008?  (2008 American Religious Identification Survey [ARIS] report)
Without a doubt, the Church has a branding problem.  Those outside her walls view her with suspicion and distain.  And it’s no different for those inside her walls – you and me.  Those unrelated to the Church – whose numbers are growing, as we’ve seen – distrust both the institution and individual Christians.  They view us as hypocritical, irrelevant and quick to judge.  Not a favorable branding, is it?  
But the good news is that it wasn’t much different in the earliest days of the Church.  The Church back then also had a branding problem.  From today’s scripture we learn that the message of Christ’s crucifixion was offensive to some and nonsense to others.  Jews viewed the Church as a heretical break from the Jewish faith, and Christians as heretics.  The Greeks had difficulty with the brutality of the cross, inclined to accept something more cerebral and erudite.
But Paul’s message remained constant despite their objections.  His message was simple: Christ crucified.  That’s how the Apostle branded the gospel and those who became disciples.  It was his slogan.  It was all about Christ crucified.  
No wonder people had a problem with this branding.  The cross was a symbol of terror.  It represented guilt and conviction, torture, suffering and death.  It was a heinous symbol.  Of all the symbols by which to brand the early Church, Paul chose the first-century equivalent of the electric chair!
But Paul was unwavering in his conviction.  Despite the repulsive baggage associated with crucifixion, Paul’s message was that God’s salvation was made known in the broken body and shed blood of God’s own Son, Jesus Christ.  
That’s why Paul later wrote in his Second Letter to the Corinthians these memorable words: “Christ was without sin, but for our sake God made Him share our sin in order that in union with Him we might share the righteousness of God.”  (5:21).  
On the cross Christ took upon Himself the sins of all generations, so that by His sacrifice we can claim the gift of God’s grace and forgiveness.  By the power of God’s love, Christ transformed the symbol of the cross from one of dread to one of faith and hope.  That’s why Paul preached Christ crucified.  
The cross is the brand of Christ, and Christ crucified is the brand for all Christians.  That’s why when we observe Ash Wednesday we impose ashes in the sign of the cross.  It reminds us that we bear the brand of the crucified Christ and we belong to Him.  

It’s also reminds us of Jesus’ words to His would-be disciples, “If you want to come with me, you must forget yourself, carry your cross, and follow me.  For if you want to save your own life, you must lose it; but if you lose your life for Me and the sake of the gospel, you will save it.”  (Mark 8:34, 35)

Contained in this brand of the cross is all anyone needs to know to claim the forgiveness of sins and a new life.  That’s why Paul wrote in his Second Letter to the Corinthians these words of hope: “Anyone who is joined to Christ is a new being; the old is gone, the new has come.”  (v. 17)

If we as disciples of Christ takes seriously what it means to submit to Christ and carry the cross which Christ commands us to carry, I’m certain it will be only a matter of time before the secular world in which we live will begin to see a genuine transformation taking place within us.  No longer will they see the church and Christians as boring, irrelevant and judgmental, but as a people excited about the faith we claim, relevant to our daily lives, and hospitable to others.

The brand for the Church and for each disciple is not a set of rules or regulations or a set of principles. Rather, our brand is the person of Jesus Christ, crucified for the sins of the world.  While to some this message will be offensive and to others nonsense, for those who come to believe they will learn that "... God's foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God's weakness is stronger than human strength."
AMEN
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