
        
            
                
            
        

    
iDoubt


When Faith Falters


C.P. Fagan


 


Copyright © 2013 C.P. Fagan


 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author.


 







  








CONTENTS
 

1. Paralyzed with Doubt

2. It’s Hard to Believe in Fairy Tales

3. The Other God

4. What the Hell?


5. God Can’t Exist: He’d Be Chairman of the Bored

6. The Church Rapist

7. Church: Who Needs It?

8. If Einstein Couldn’t Figure It Out, How Will You?

9. Pssst . . . Has Anyone Seen God

10. Lessons from Route 66

11. Tiptoeing Through the Tombstones

12. Imperfect Scripture Bugging You?

13. I’m Too Far Gone to be Used

14. Does Death Make Sense?

15. The End of Faith

16. Fat Nuns and Priests

17. God’s Strange Ways

18. Guilty Pleasures Don’t Live Here

19. On Your Mark, Get Set, Quit

20. Jesus and High School

21. The Rapture Bogeyman

22. My Pastor Got Divorced

23. Finding Faith in a Troubled World

Notes







  





 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Special thanks to Joy Handelman,

who got this ball rolling by agreeing to read 

and comment on the book at the beginning;
 

Special Thanks to Cassie Smith

at Polish Professional Editing for the

hours of time she put into editing the book;
 

Special thanks to my father, an admitted agnostic, who

put his heart and soul into

giving his insights about the book;
 

Special thanks to my wife and two wonderful daughters

for just being their wonderful selves;
 

Special thanks to my brother-in-law Bruce

who provided countless ideas

for the book, and who has lived the life

of a doubting believer with a heart

for God.;
 

Special thanks to my brother Sean,

whose fractured faith has always

been a motivation to me; and
 

Special thanks to my brother Randall,

for giving me a great title for the book!






  








ONE

_______________
 

Paralyzed with Doubt
 

A. Mind Bending Posters
 

I recently stood in line at a store in the mall, staring at a three-dimensional poster as I waited to make a purchase. Not the kind of poster that requires you to wear those cool-in-a-weird-way 3-D glasses. Rather, this poster was a maze of wild colors that might have been created by a French impressionist who had lost his spectacles. 

The poster was an optical illusion. At first blush, it looked like a bunch of nonsense. However, after I stared long enough without blinking, my eyes intersected the various angles and amazingly a three-dimensional image emerged. It had a startling effect. 

This feat was not easy, as it took discipline and focus. On this most recent occasion, I found myself staring intently at the old-familiar poster that I had not seen in a while, but I could not bring up the image. The harder I tried, the worse things got. My fervent determination did nothing but make my eyes tired. I finally gave up and began to question how I was able to succeed the first time. 

Being a Christian and trying to bring that poster into focus have much in common. Both take concentration and effort. Constantly. Most Christians seem to walk and talk as if the unseen image of faith is always clearly visible. Not I. As hard as I try, I only occasionally experience the content feeling of being a Christian—and it hasn’t been for lack of effort. I have spent my entire adult life straining at this metaphoric three-dimensional poster we call Christianity, trying to make sense of it. You’d think I would have solved the riddle by now, but it only becomes more complex the longer I’m at it.

I’ve come to realize that I might never solve the riddle of what it truly means to be a dedicated Christian without reservation. I have too many doubts. I will never be the happy-go-lucky Christian who can simply “leave it to God.” Which begs the question: Is it possible to love God, even if you spend large portions of your conscious existence pondering whether He is even real? 

Doubt and earthquake tremors are similar. One moment, life is serene. The next moment, you hear and feel something akin to an Amtrak train suddenly passing through your living room. Unlike a tornado or a flood, an earthquake gives us absolutely no warning when one will hit. While geologists warn that the Big One is always coming, they are never able to pinpoint two fairly significant details: when and where it will hit.

I remember my “Amtrak” moment of doubt all too well. It was the summer after my sophomore year in high school when I attended my first retreat with the church high school group. Previously, attending church meant that I wouldn’t be watching football on Sunday mornings. I dreaded going to church. I would have preferred going to the dentist (except his office was closed on Sundays). So here I found myself with a group of high school kids on a beach in Santa Barbara, while a barrel-chested youth leader strummed his guitar and talked about Jesus. 

This retreat completely changed my opinion of church; it was a true spiritual awakening. For the first time in my young life, I really listened to the sermons; I learned that God loved me and had a plan for my life. The retreat concluded with me being baptized in the Pacific Ocean. If my Christian life could have stopped at that moment, it would have been a wonderful conclusion. Unfortunately, we all have to come back home from vacations. Real life that follows is never quite as nice as the vacation. 

Our bus left the beach on the last day of the retreat and headed back to Los Angeles. I was absolutely and unequivocally on fire for the Lord. At that moment, I believed one hundred percent of everything in the Bible; it never crossed my mind that somebody could doubt. I was like the single guy who doesn’t think that he and his girlfriend will argue after they marry. Whoa. I had a lot to learn.

The whole experience positively electrified me and my brothers. We immediately swore off secular tunes and began listening only to Christian music. We added Christian buzz phrases to our vocabulary. Dating was limited to Christian women only--not that any of us had even been on a date before. We even started attending church four days a week - - and liked it! We had died and gone to heaven.

 

B. The Beginning of Hell on Earth
 

But the funny thing about heaven is that it has a counterpart called hell. About a month after my conversion, I was introduced to what the phrase “hell on earth” meant. Enter doubt.

On this occasion, I sat in church, soaking in every word my pastor preached. Life was beyond good: I was utterly and completely in love with God, I had tons of new 100% Christian friends. And I had met the girl I knew I would marry, Annette. I just had to talk to her first.

About halfway through the service on this particular Sunday night, I wasn't focused on Annette. I simply listened to my pastor speak about the Lord; I fully took in everything he said. And then it happened. Without warning, the Amtrak train of doubt shot past me. A voice in my head asked, almost as if it was audible: Does God exist?

Wow. Everything fun and exciting about being a Christian crashed to a halt. My new view of Christianity had hit a brick wall. And I was without a seat belt. I was immediately uncomfortable with the thought. I shifted in my seat and tried to push the unthinkable out of my mind. I had a lump in my throat as the thought lingered: Does God exist?

I had never previously considered such a heretical thought. Even when I loathed going to church, I had never doubted the existence of God. The thought had never even appeared on the radar screen of my mind. I didn’t even know that such a thought could form, yet there it stood staring me in the face. It reminded me of a story I saw on TV about a man who got lost in the Amazon forest. One night, he was sleeping by a log in the rain forest when a black panther stood over him in the dark. He awoke to an unimaginable nightmare only inches from him, its hot breath pouring from its nostrils into his face. That is how I felt when the question of God’s existence suddenly thrust itself upon me. That simple query shook my faith to its core. When doubt strikes you for the first time, you simply don’t see it coming. It is bewildering.

As a young Christian, I felt like I had just eaten the forbidden fruit from the Garden of Eden. But, unlike Adam and Eve, it was not my choice; somebody had stuffed it into my mouth. I wanted nothing to do with it. However, there it was inside my skull, demanding an answer: Does God exist? I became extremely discomforted; my body temperature rose as I nervously pondered the thought.

In one fell swoop, my spiritual innocence disappeared forever. To make matters worse, a spate of questions followed as if shot from a Gatling gun: How could God have existed forever?
Who made God? How could God create a universe that went on forever?
How do I know that Jesus is the only way? Have I been duped into believing this stuff?

These questions raised serious doubts in my mind about God’s existence. Worse yet, they raised another question in my mind: Would I go to hell for questioning God’s existence?

Suddenly I wished I had never heard of Christianity. 

Doubt fuels fear. I found myself stuck in a place where I did not want to be, and fear propelled me toward an emotional abyss. I feverishly read the Bible, hoping for comfort. It was like trying to quench my thirst with salt water. My eyes only seemed to fall upon verses that dealt with the consequences of doubt—and they weren’t good. When I finally found a passage that dealt with my issue, it was like someone had played a trick on me. In Mark 9:24, a man asks Jesus to heal his daughter. Jesus says, “All things are possible to him who believes.” To which the man cries out, “I believe, help me with my unbelief.” Aha - - my direct issue addressed. How did Jesus respond? He didn’t. He healed the daughter without saying a word. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. I presumed that Jesus had somehow overlooked the father’s disbelief. But this did not dispel the fog of my strirrings of disbelief.

 

C. No Help in Time of Need
 

Thereafter, I sat through many a sermon where my pastor made reference to doubt being a bad thing. The pastor’s solution to doubt was to believe. It drove me crazy. The essence of doubt is lack of belief. Suggesting that belief will rid you of doubt is akin to asking a short person to think taller. 

It has been over thirty years since that frightening thought struck me, and it still invades my mind almost every day. It is an ever-present malignancy that threatens to devour belief. But it doesn’t have to be that. 

I recently read about the life of Mother Teresa—a woman who lived her faith at a level few in the history of the world have attained. It shocked me to learn that Mother Teresa had constant, severe doubts. She questioned God’s existence and experienced pain over her lack of faith, when she said:

 

“Where is my faith? Even deep down . . . there is nothing but emptiness and darkness . . . If there be God—please forgive me. When I try to raise my thoughts to Heaven, there is such convicting emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and hurt my very soul . . . How painful is this unknown pain—I have no Faith. Repulsed, empty, no faith, no love, no zeal . . . What do I labor for? If there be no God, there can be no soul. If there be no soul then, Jesus, You also are not true.”1


 

Her doubt lasted nearly fifty years, until the end of her life. The faith she had built her life around tormented her. Where is the delivery from such a torturous situation? Oddly, I find great comfort in knowing that a woman who unequivocally followed the teachings of Christ lived with constant doubt. There is hope for me. There is hope for you. It is proof positive that the way we think and feel does not solely comprise the essence of who we are. If Mother Teresa had quit her calling because of her misgivings, thousands would have suffered. Faith means doing what you know is right even if you aren’t sure God is there to cheer you on. God looks on the heart, not upon the confused brain.

Doubt is a taboo subject. Virtually all churches give short shrift to those who experience this problem. There is little understanding for doubters, and even less patience. What is it about doubt that sends people running from the room? Try admitting in a Bible study that you have a habit of wondering whether God exists and you will be met with awkwardness, if not outright ostracism. If you persist in broaching this pesky subject, two “brothers” may approach you and ask you to turn from your sin or leave the church. 

I have become an expert in doubting. One thing I have learned in my doubting career is that doubt is not the enemy we all think it is. 

We spend our lives worrying about God’s existence, while forgetting that our concern shows that we care. When you get down to it, what does God want from you? Throw aside the typical canned responses that you hear in church and ask yourself what God wants more than anything from you. He wants you to love other people and Him. That’s it. That’s the essence of Christianity. What did Jesus say were the two most important commandments? Love God and love your neighbor as yourself. Jesus never said, “Read the Bible every day, pray ten times, speak in coded Christian messages, associate only with fellow Christians, and listen only to Christian music.” To the contrary, he said, “Love God and your neighbor.” What in the world does doubt have to do with loving your neighbor? Absolutely nothing. Mother Teresa loved her neighbors, yet had doubts at the end of the day. Every day. And she ignored those negatives. She may have been uncomfortable with Him, but she did precisely what God wanted: loved other people. By loving our neighbors, we in turn grow to love God. If doubt pushes us in that direction, then God may be behind the doubt. Paul Tillich, German-American theologian, hit the nail on the proverbial head, when he said, “Doubt isn’t the opposite of faith; it is an element of faith.”

 

D. Is Doubt a Good Thing?
 

Doubt is not your enemy; it is simply part of existence. How you handle it is what matters. Compare doubt and food. Food is your companion every day, but it will make you its slave in no time unless you control it, rather than letting it control you. You have to watch what you eat every single day of your life or you will quickly turn into an elephant seal. When I was younger, if I wanted to lose ten pounds, I’d mentally will myself to do it and it would happen. These days, if I want to lose weight, I ask my wife to do it for me. 

Food is not an enemy of our bodies. Doubt is not an enemy of our minds—as long as we correctly approach it. Every day of our lives doubt will be with us, just like the daily battle of the bulge. If you doubt, you likely will have doubts for the rest of your life. But that does not mean that you can’t be a Christian any more than it means that you can’t be human because you desire a third helping of lasagna. 

For reasons unexplained, God has left room for doubt. Has anybody ever seen God? Talked to him . . . audibly? Not anybody I know. God knows that his physical absence has a tendency to create doubt. In an odd way, it is similar to how God left room for Adam and Eve to doubt. God allows doubt to exist, and it’s for reasons other than to make you nervous. 

Let’s travel back in time to the Garden of Eden. In the midst of this paradise sat the forbidden apple tree (yes, I know it wasn’t an apple tree, but just go with me on this). Seeing that the Garden was full of lush plants and trees, this apple tree must have been extraordinarily beautiful; otherwise, Adam and Eve would never have had to worry about eating its fruit since they never would have been able to find it. It must have been front and center, a thing of exceptional beauty for the eye to behold. 

It seems incredibly odd that this tree existed in the first place. What could possibly be gained by such a tree? Could you imagine a husband coming home from work to be told by his wife, “There is a beautiful, voluptuous woman who will be living with us from now on; she will live in the extra bedroom; please stay away from her”? No woman in the world would do something like that. Yet, that is precisely what God did: He informed Adam and Eve that there was a desirable tree in the Garden, but they were never allowed to touch it. 

So why did God create this tree that held nothing but potential harm to Adam and Eve? The worse part about this thorn-in-the-side tree is that it would have sat for all eternity in the Garden, even if Adam and Eve had never tasted of it. Imagine how that must have made Adam and Eve feel. Nobody has any idea how long Adam and Eve resisted this tree. It could have taken several million years before they finally snacked on the apple. But, the fact remains that they clearly thought about that tree a lot. Why else would they have defied everything God told them just to get near it? 

God does strange things, like planting tempting apple trees or creating an environment where doubt can grow. What we fail to realize is that God finds beauty in things that we think are reprehensible. Mother Teresa’s doubt fueled her determination to serve harder. My doubt has pushed me for thirty years to know God better. Your doubt has caused you to ponder eternity. All of these things are good. Without doubt, much of your questioning may not have occurred to you. 

Doubt is not the end of faith. It is the beginning. You don’t quit Christ because you doubt. He has intended that you use it for your good. You think this is a weird concept? Remember, we are talking about the same God who used pain, torture, and misery to deliver salvation to us through Jesus. That’s what God has done with doubt. You may think it a freakish vehicle through which God delivers salvation, but it is precisely what he is doing. We need to stop looking at doubt as a burden upon our souls, and see it as something that is actually for our own good. When we doubt, we seek Him. When we seek Him, we find Him. What many people fail to realize, however, is that the search may be lifelong. However, this is the road that leads to eternity. Just because the road is bumpy or at times indistinct, does not mean you stop traveling it. 

This book is intended to address various taboo topics that Christians face. It’s time to look some of these subjects directly in the eye and overcome them. Let’s do that now. 






  








TWO

_______________
 

It’s Hard to Believe in Fairy Tales
 

A. An Atheistic Approach
 

Edward Abbey, environmental advocate and author, once said, “Belief in the supernatural reflects a failure of the imagination.” The famous magician comedy group Penn & Teller once declared, “The characters and events depicted in the damn Bible are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.” One anonymous quote posted on an atheist’s website said, “The Bible –– A Fairytale book of rules brainwashing millions. Obviously used to help create war, kill, hate, judge and discriminate.”

Part of me oddly enjoys these quotes. There is something refreshing about a person who can blurt out what he or she feels without concern for the consequences, like watching the big, fat guy polish off an entire large pizza. But do these Atheists have it right? Is the Bible just a fantastic conflict-inducing fairy tale? 

There’s an uncomfortable underbelly to Christianity that suggests that maybe a lot of the stories in the Bible are just children’s stories. Have we avoided critical analysis just so that we can sleep at night? What if we really scrutinized Christianity? Did Moses really part the Red Sea? Did Noah truly build an ark? Did Jesus really walk on water? These stories are asserted as fact in the Bible, not merely parable. Can they be true, or do they merely reflect our naiveté as Christians?

The easy way out of this predicament is to believe the opposite, that there are no miracles and these stories are just outlandish tales, akin to Greek mythology. Giving up can rid your mind of the constant need to defend the seemingly absurd. There is a certain intellectual release when you finally say, “This stuff is crazy; it can’t possibly be true.” But does this make it all untrue? 

A funny thing about life is that everybody believes in fairy tales of one sort or another, or what appear to be fairy tales. Atheists decry Christianity as a religion of hoaxes. In the next breath they will insist with a straight-face that they are descendants of a monkey. Or that their ancestors were once slimy slugs that crawled out of the ocean. 

The point is that if we can show that some “fairy tales” in this world are true, then it will lend credence to the fact that other perceived fairy tales may likewise be true. So how do we go about furnishing such proofs? Let’s analyze the tales that we come into contact with on a daily basis. 

 

B. The Cheeseburger Syndrome
 

Consider first the one that says you were once a part of, say, a cheeseburger. Ludicrous? Not really. As sure as the sun rose this morning, you may very well have gotten your start as a cheeseburger. At 1:00 p.m. on an early June day, you were the daily special at Angelo’s Burger Shack, complete with fries and a Coke. Your father plunked down several bucks, got his burger and started eating. That burger slid down your dad’s esophagus and landed in his stomach. His body converted the contents of his stomach and carried it in part to his testicles, where it turned you into a single sperm. You lived in his testicles for a period of time until one romantic evening when your comfortable world changed drastically. During one sexual encounter with your mother, your father’s body hurtled you into your mother’s body. From that point, for reasons unexplained, you and several million other sperm friends feverishly began swimming upstream, past one obstacle after the other. Finally, a giant egg floated your way and you decided that it looked like a comfortable place to rest. You elbowed out the competition and dove in headfirst. Like something straight out of James and the Giant Peach.

After you entered, you and the egg floated downstream and came to rest in a warm spot, snug in your mother’s uterus. Once there, things changed rapidly as you started splitting, repeatedly; in fact, billions and trillions of times. You began to grow arms, legs, lungs, a heart, and a brain. Just when you started to get hungry, an appendage grew out of the middle of your stomach, stretched out, and connected to the warm wall you now called home. Without warning, this appendage began to feed you on a regular basis. You were at complete peace.

This may seem laughable except that it is absolutely true; This is how an embryo develops into a baby. 

Your new warm home was strangely quiet. In the distance, you could faintly hear someone apparently trying to communicate with you. Whoever or whatever this would-be communicator was, it seemed to have concern for you; however, since you couldn’t clearly make out what was being said, nor see this being, you dismissed it as probably nothing more than a figment of your developing imagination.

Nine comfortable months later, you were rudely wakened from a morning nap for Moving Day. You were quite cramped in your home and awakened to the sensation of being evicted. You felt panic and could genuinely sense that something was terribly wrong. Your heart thumped feverishly as you were forced from your home. Voices were now clearer than before. Pandemonium reigned as you struggled to hang on to your home. The more you resisted, the more your home fought to expel you. With one last push, you entered the world. 

Someone ignorant of the reproductive process would find this explanation utterly unbelievable - the perfect fairy tale. Yet that is precisely how you came into existence. Well, maybe a taco instead of a cheeseburger. But you see where I’m going. Many incidents in our lives would appear to step straight out of the pages of a fairly tale. But such would-be fairy tales are true. 

Richard Dawkins, noted atheist and author of The God Delusion, was recently a guest on a television show. He declared that science would soon have an explanation for the origin of everything. The host reminded Dawkins that two years earlier, Dawkins had made the same claim on a different show. The host asked point blank when Dawkins felt this spectacular feat of scientific discovery would come to pass. The best Dawkins could offer was “soon.” Oddly, Dawkins saw nothing fairy-taleish in his belief of an ultimate resolution for which he had not a single bit of scientific evidence to support. Scientists have been chasing that illusion for over 100 years, since Einstein put forth his Theory of Relativity. 

I find it peculiar that secular society embraces its brand of fairy tales, yet scorn Christians for beliefs that are no less credible.

 

C. The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly: Conscience 
 

Let’s scrutinize another mystery: your conscience. We are a walking piece of meat that is obsessed with sorting out right from wrong. Aside from the occasional psychopath who has damaged hardware, the rest of us cannot avoid this constant ritual. Why is that? Why would grey matter between our ears care if actions in the outside world comported with some law of nature? It’s as-if a third-party has programmed our brains to determine whether conduct is good or bad. 

Atheists and agnostics brush aside conscience as nothing more than accumulated learning during your formative years. Now, that’s not to suggest that all Atheists and agnostics are bad people or that they desire to live evil lives. However, what evidence supports the notion that conscience is merely learned? How many of we really had parents who sat down every Saturday night and taught us right from wrong? Very few. If you were raised in a single-parent family, your mom rarely had time to breathe, let alone sit down once a week to train your conscience. Your parents almost surely gave you some direction, but they did not cover every possible moral scenario that you might face. Which begs the question: Why is it that, when faced with almost any decision, you have a moral compass ready to guide you even though you never previously received instructions on ninety percent of these situations? How can that be? How do you instinctively know right from wrong? 

Instinct is an intuitively “known” response to a given situation. How can you know something if it was never taught to you? You know who won the 1974 World Series because someone conveyed this information to you. You know (or at least knew) the quadratic equation from Algebra because a teacher drew it on a blackboard. You know that drinking bleach can ruin your whole day. But how can you know something is right or wrong if nobody ever taught you?

Your conscience suggests that an independent being controls these programs and causes us to think in this way. Why else would we be prompted to do things we don’t want to do? Before you laugh off such an idea, do you find it strange that computers don’t have consciences but we do? If we were merely entities that gathered and dispensed information, what would be the point of a conscience? A conscience often forces you to help others, at times to your detriment. This is true for Atheists, agnostics, and Christians alike. 

While I may not particularly like the idea that some wizard in the sky is watching me from behind a curtain, the facts sure seem to support this concept. Consider, if morality is something that is learned, then over time why don’t we forget it? I spent a lot of money going to college and have since forgotten most of what I was taught. Why is it that I can forget things like macroeconomics, data processing, and English literature, but principles of morality stick to me like flypaper? Why would we remember throughout our lives these anachronisms that we learned in childhood? Could it be that morality remains perfectly clear because it is not a learned behavior? That instead someone is controlling it?

How many times have you argued with yourself about whether to do something? Doesn’t it take two to argue? This tug-of-war has the makings of two distinct disputants. If there were no outside party in this debate then all decisions would be mathematically made. The conscience, so voraciously espoused in the Bible, actually appears to exist. The little angel on your left shoulder and the devil on your right seem to exist; they may not look like the characters shown in a Bugs Bunny cartoon, but the circumstantial evidence of their existence is quite prevalent. Let’s have a closer look. 

We can all agree that a conscience can be a burden. This applies to Christians and Atheists alike. H.L. Mencken, one of the most influential American English commentators of the first half of the twentieth century (who also famously dubbed the Scopes Trial the “Monkey Trial”) described a conscience as “a mother-in-law whose visit never ends.” Your conscience is as much a part of you as your heartbeat, breath, and saliva. It cannot be removed from your body. Having a conscience is a drag. I would much prefer to be able to drive down the street, flip some guy off who got in my way, and then proceed onward without a care in the world. Unfortunately, this (third party?) voice keeps telling me that this type of conduct is inappropriate, and wants me to do the opposite of what I desire. Worse yet, I feel guilty if I don’t listen. This is an inherent feature of a conscience: it makes you regret ignoring its lead. If a conscience were nothing more than a memory, then why would it bother you to disregard it? You don’t feel remorse if you forget where you left your car keys. So why feel bad for forgetting to do what’s right? How could this be possible unless there is something more in play than just you remembering some facts that you were taught? 

My youngest brother, Randall, developed a bad habit at an early age. When he was six he learned how to climb into my mother’s car and place it into neutral. The car would roll down the driveway and usually bang into the telephone poll, or end up parked on a neighbor’s lawn. Randall almost always remained in the car, and, shockingly, was never injured. On one particular occasion, Randall knew he was in trouble. My mom, siblings, and I came out of the house to go to the store, only to find that we lacked a car. We stood there scratching our heads, trying to figure out where it had gone. Randall stood to one side conspicuously quiet. A moment later, my mom spotted our car parked across the street in our neighbor’s opened garage, perfectly positioned as if by an adult. It was an ugly 1967 orange AMC Javelin that nobody would have stolen if we had left the keys in it and running. Randall was clearly the culprit. 

To this day, Randall keenly remembers mom’s directive from years ago not to release the parking brake. But he has forgotten virtually everything else she told him since. So why is it that Randall has virtually perfect moral clarity in almost every situation he faces in life that doesn’t involve parking brakes? How is that so, seeing that he has forgotten almost every such directive?

Not only does your conscience make you feel guilty, it only applies this pressure to things that seem to be against everything God stands for. And this is true for people who have never stepped foot in a church. You never feel guilt for helping an old lady cross the street, donating to charity, or helping someone in need. Guilt only arises when you do something God disfavors. Your first inclination might be to suggest that you experience guilt for doing things that don’t offend God. Take the aftermath of eating poorly for instance. True, we talk about feeling “guilty” for bad eating habits, however, we don’t actually have a guilty conscience after eating something that is unhealthy, even though many of our parents (and society) have drilled into our heads that it is wrong to eat unhealthy food. When we give in to sweets, none of us actually has a guilty conscience over having caved in. Rather, what we really feel after the wonderful taste has passed is regret since we may have to diet to atone. When you think of it, our parents probably advised us to refrain from sugar more than they advised us to be good to people or to obey our superiors. So why is it that an instruction that was repeatedly quoted to us, such as, “Don’t eat sweets before dinner” has no lasting effect, yet the rare (if ever) admonition “Don’t steal,” stays with us perpetually? If conscience tracks parental advice, why does that so-often-repeated barely generate a trace of self-reproach, while that hardly or never touched upon can bring anguish? 

Conscience is not a fairy tale at all. It behaves precisely as if a third party controls it. If the voice of conscience in our head really does exist, then maybe some of these other perceived fairy tales in the Bible exist as well. It is easy to dismiss Christianity as a religion of imagination, especially if you don’t analyze it. However, when you fully investigate supposed fairy tales, you learn that many are true.

 

D. “Heavens to Betsy!”
 

Let’s discuss the fairy tale we call heaven. Countless stories exist about people who have died momentarily, then went to heaven. We can neither ignore this widespread phenomenon nor classify it as fiction. How could we repeatedly ignore this? These are all people who have actually died and come back to tell us that heaven exists. Can you get a better witness? Is heaven really that far-fetched? C.S. Lewis hit the nail on the head when he stated, 

 

“Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. A duckling wants to swim: well, there is such a thing as water. . . . If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world. If none of my earthly pleasures satisfy it, that does not prove that the universe is a fraud. Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing.”
2


 


Indeed, there is something inside all of us that says that there is something greater than this life. We all feel it. We are all hurtling toward the day we come into contact with this other dimension. Are we really any different from the fetus in the womb? Some people hide from it their whole lives, while others face it. Heaven is something that is in all of us. 

As for heaven, how will we exist in heaven? Will we recognize family members? The Population Reference Bureau indicates that over 107 billion people have existed on this earth. That’s a lot of people. Do you have trouble locating your spouse in a crowded mall? How in dickens will you find them among billions of people? Will we recognize infant children or siblings who died before us? In the book Heaven is For Real: a Little Boy’s Astounding Story of His Trip to Heaven and Back, four-year-old Colton told of visiting heaven in a near-death experience. When he regained consciousness, he told stories of playing in heaven with his little sister - - a sister that had died as a result of a miscarriage before his time. Colton also told stories of spending quality time with his grandfather, Cap, who had died 30 years before he was born. When shown a picture of his elderly grandfather, Colton did not recognize him. On a hunch, his father went to his mother’s house and dug up an old photograph of the grandfather when he was in his 20s. Later, the dad casually showed the photograph to Colton, without telling him who was in the photo. Upon seeing the photo, Colton immediately became animated, saying, “It’s Cap!”

Heaven raises other issues. How will we communicate with others? We know that there will be a great feast in heaven, but what will we eat? For that matter, why would we need food? Will there be bathrooms in heaven? (I hope). Will we feel earthly emotions? Will we have memory? Will we have memories of bad times? This must be the case, seeing that Christ will bear scars on his hands and feet for all eternity as signs of the crucifixion. It would make no sense if we had no idea why Jesus had scars from the crucifixion. 

Secularists lampoon heaven by suggesting that it will be a place of unconscionable boredom. Where exactly does it suggest in the Bible that we will be strumming harps and singing Psalms for all of eternity? Seeing that God loves work, it seems a safe bet that our existence in heaven will be filled with challenges, problems, and solutions for all of eternity. The New York Times has been publishing a daily crossword puzzle since the 1800s. My father does one a day. Imagine having the time to work through all of the missed crossword puzzles. 

Consider our unbelievably complicated universe. One small speck in this vast universe is the human body, which comprises several trillion cells. Each cell is a marvel of sophisticated machinery beyond compare. In his book, Evolution: A Theory in Crisis, Michael Denton described the cell as “far more complicated than any machine built by man and absolutely without parallel in the non-living world.” If the impossibly tiny cell is constructed in a manner that is incomprehensibly complex, does that not suggest that a surreal genius is to blame? The real question is why did God complicate matters? Why isn’t my body a simple apparatus with only ten cells and a few muscles? Kind of like a Volkswagen Bug. God could easily have made simplicity work just as well, but he didn’t. Rather, he took the time to make things involved, but really cool. In other words, he liked putting us together with lots of bells and whistles. I think he did this for two reasons. One, any objective observer would realize that this fabulously detailed object could only have been designed and built. Two, God loves indulging in complexity. Are we to believe that God’s creative nature will evaporate after Judgment Day? That he’ll just loll on an eternal couch, growing fat, while millions of adherents fan him? 

As for God, many people tend to equate him with Elizabeth Montgomery on Bewitched, who could instantly clean her entire house by batting her eyes. Many think that this is how God created the universe. The opposite is true. In Job 38:4-6, God asked Job, “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? . . . Who determined its measurements? . . . Or who stretched the line upon it? . . . To what were its foundations fastened?” As you can see, God laid foundation and measured, stretched, and fastened items; he worked; he did not pull an Elizabeth Montgomery and blink our totality into existence. Indeed, the book of Genesis details God’s efforts over a six-day period. Now, many have questioned the actual length of these days. No matter. The point is that God worked when he built this universe. 

Now, that’s not to suggest that heaven will be a labor camp. Work can be pleasurable. We all partake in time-consuming events that bring us great pleasure. An athlete works feverishly to improve his skills, yet this “work” is not really work at all. A musician works on his guitar skills. An artist works endless hours, improving upon her craft. I’m sure there will be plenty of time to hike, bike, and kayak in heaven, but work will fit seamlessly into the equation. If you think that you would prefer to lounge for all eternity, you need only look back on summers when you were a child to realize that too much relaxation can lead to boredom. I recall how excited I was when summer would begin, only to find myself bored several weeks later, as too much unstructured play time had made me eager to return to school.

This notion that heaven is a place for weak-kneed, soft, unadventurous people is a societal misapprehension. In short, it’s a fairy tale to believe that heaven is a place for gluttony, laziness, and boredom. Nothing on earth rewards these attributes, nor would anything in the next dimension. Indeed, in 2 Thessalonians 3:10, Paul bluntly tells us, “If a man will not work, he will not eat.”

 

E. Where is God Hiding?
 

One final fairy tale impediment to belief in God is the idea that if God didn’t exist, the universe and everything in it would look somewhat like things look now. An Atheistic writer, Delos B. McKown, said, “The invisible and the nonexistent look very much alike.” This is an issue we must directly address. We cannot ignore it. Not long ago my wife’s aunt, Ennie, died without ever letting on that she was in pain. Ennie had a morbid fear of consulting a doctor, so she never bothered to determine the cause of her pain. Eventually, she saw a doctor on a Friday only to learn that she had cancer. She died the following Monday Avoiding a sticky spiritual issue, likewise can bring cataclysmic results. 

One may suggest that since we cannot see God, he must not exist. However, such an argument requires more faith than belief in God. Let’s see. 

The universe is filled with spectacular wonders. There are thousands of stars that can be seen with the naked eye, all in our galaxy. However, there are as many as 400 billion stars in our Milky Way galaxy alone. Moreover, scientists estimate that there are between 100 and 200 billion galaxies in our known universe,
each with its own sets of billions of stars. 

The closest star to earth is Alpha Centauri, a mere 4.3 light years from earth. If driving a car to Alpha Centauri at 70 miles an hour, it would take you over 411,000 years to get there! And that would be driving for 24 hours a day, without stopping at Stuckeys or the Flying J along the way. And we refer to this star as being close to earth. We see this and wonder why is all of this here? What use is it to us if we cannot see and access all of it? That would be true if the universe were made solely for our pleasure. I read books that my youngest daughter, Alexis, would have no possibility of comprehending. Being in first grade, she could pick off some basic words, but would be overwhelmed by the crux of the text. Would it make an sense for her to declare that my books must be useless since they are incomprehensible to her? The same holds true with the universe.

But what about time before the universe? There were no golf courses, so what was God doing then? Does this argument make any more sense than your kids saying, “Before I existed there must not have been anything to do.” If God can make a universe that is intricately complex right down to every single atom, I think he could come up with things to do before the universe. In short, the circumstantial evidence of the universe abundantly speaks to God’s existence. 

Circumstantial evidence sometimes gets a bad rap. Commentators on court cases are prone to say things like, “The prosecutor only has circumstantial evidence.” Circumstantial evidence, many times, is more compelling than direct evidence. A witness may be asked to pick a mugger out of a lineup; she does, and testifies that she saw the criminal 25 yards away when the mugging took place. This is direct evidence. However, this direct evidence may be suspect, since the lighting may have been poor or the mugger may have been wearing a mask. More compelling evidence would be circumstantial evidence, such as the mugger’s fingerprints left at the scene.

God has left his fingerprints throughout the universe. He built the human body in a way that is bewilderingly complex to us, gave us a conscience, and provided wonders for us to behold in awe. Nothing about this universe lends itself to the notion that it is a random, incoherent, illogical place of existence - - even the tiniest piece of dirt is put together in an orderly, coherent fashion. Flies eat feces. If this did not occur, our planet would eventually be a mound of droppings. Worms fortunately love to churn dirt. Everything would otherwise die. Dung is used to grow food. 

Everywhere we turn, we see the fingerprints of a super being who was once here. C.S. Lewis summed it up, “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”
3

You will never be able to comprehend every nuance found within the universe. There is an uncomfortable truth found in Ecclesiastes 11:5: “As you do not know the path of the wind, or how the body is formed in a mother’s womb, so you cannot understand the work of God, the Maker of all things.” Opponents will immediately argue that we do know precisely how the cells grow and metabolize within the uterus to form a tiny human body complete with all the necessary attachments. We certainly can observe it occurring, but no person on earth has the foggiest notion of how a cluster of cells receives marching orders to turn itself into a human being.

So . . . there are things in life that, at first glance, appear to be magical inventions of the mind - - fairy tales. However, upon closer examination, some of the most “outlandish” fairy tales in history have proven true. Your faith is no different; there is ample circumstantial evidence to prove that it is based upon truth. God has allowed you a glimpse behind the curtain to observe some things that are incomprehensible; nonetheless, we cannot know everything. What we do know is that this ride called life ultimately ends for all of us. Ecclesiastes 12:7 summed it up perfectly when describing the end of our lives: “The dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it.” 






  








THREE

_______________
 

The Other God
 

A. The Note Under the Wiper
 

I wonder if God drives a Volkswagen Beetle. My brother Eric drove one, a 1968 cherry red Bug with all the trimmings. He put a ton of money into his chick magnet. Ironically, in his late teens, Eric was shy when it came to women. He dated, but always did it in secret. For some reason, he was embarrassed to share his love life with his four brothers (and their sarcastic tongues). Eric never wanted us to know when he went to visit a girlfriend. To avoid detection, he would sneak out of the house at night, get into his car, then silently coast down the street before turning on the ignition and jump starting it. We’d hear his car come to life at the bottom of the slight hill and realize that he was off to see Callie, Janice, Esther, Christy, or whoever was the flavor of the month. I found out about Eric’s love life by reading his daily journal, which is guy speak for a diary. He would have killed me if he knew this. 

Eric also had a peculiar way of breaking up with girlfriends. On one occasion, he dated a girl named Debbie, a beauty queen whom he had stolen from my older brother, Frank. But that’s another story. Their relationship seemed to be going well; he even conjured up the nerve to bring her around to meet our family. They made a good couple and things seemed to be going well, until one day when Debbie pulled me aside and asked if Eric was going to break up with her. “No chance,” I assured her, but without a clue. I should have said “You have no chance.” You see, Eric had already set the heartbreak locomotive in motion. 

Unfortunately for Debbie, Eric was too shy to break up with her face-to-face. He never told me of his plan to dump Debbie, nor did his man journal. So I was as surprised as everyone to see poor Debbie crying into her tissue the next time I went to church.

Eric’s break-ups were not really class acts. He wrote Debbie a note that in so many words said, “It’s been fun, but we’re done.” He tucked the note under her windshield wiper and split in his red Bug (coasting from the scene, I presume). She found it the next day and tried to call him, but to no avail. He ducked her calls. His silence left many unanswered questions, the primary one being “why?”

I thought it was somewhat cruel how my brother abruptly scratched their relationship, not having the good manners to explain his feelings in person. Sometimes I wonder if God has done the same to us. He wrote us a long note, (in essence) dropped it off with Jesus 2,000 years ago, and we haven’t seen or heard from him since.

 

B. The Lack of a Note Under the Wipers
 

Where is God? Why is he physically absent? Why does he never audibly give us reassurance? The most difficult concept of Christianity is that God loves us from afar. I prefer closeness, clarity, tangibility, and vocal comfort. Instead, I am left with distance and a still, small voice, if that. God fosters doubt by distancing himself and remaining silent.

The path laid down by Christianity isn’t exactly an easy one. And I’m not talking about being humble and loving your brother. That stuff’s relatively easy to comprehend. What I’m talking about is the weirdness of the whole Bible story. God has existed forever; he made heaven, had one-third of his angels rebel, cast them down to earth, and made man. To atone for man’s sins, He sent his Son, who was killed, but later rose from the dead. Then for two thousand years there is... silence. We wake some mornings calling out to God, but we hear nothing. We are required to believe in a God whom we have never seen, heard, or touched in our lives. It is a Helen-Keller faith. We are forced to endure God’s stone-cold silence on faith and faith alone. If you’re like me, there are many days when you find this whole situation almost too hard to accept.

We waltz down a tempting road that would seem to appease our yearnings, yearning to make sense of a nonsensical scenario. We are prone to fall into the trap of thinking there must be some other god out there who hasn't revealed himself. This Other God who watches us as we try to figure him out. This “real” God is intrigued by us as we bang our heads against the wall, trying to figure him out. We have expended all of our energy trying to grasp the concept of this guy named Jesus. We have exhausted ourselves time and again trying to humanize this Other God whom we have neither heard nor seen. Once we die, however, supposedly we’ll realize that we Christians had it all wrong. This Other God has watched us continually. He’s waiting for us to realize that our half-hearted attempts at faith were sorely misguided. We will see that all of our attempts at religious living were completely off the mark; just man-made attempts to make sense out of what seems nonsense. When we die, this Other God will ease our pain and show us that we had completely distorted the image of who he is.

This Other God may sound appealing. The problem with this type of god is that he is more convoluted than the God of Christianity. If this Other God exists, he created a wonderful universe and has gone on to completely ignore us. By contrast, in Genesis, we learn that man’s sin has separated us from the God of the Bible. I don't necessarily like this explanation for why God is not physically present, but at least it's a plausible explanation. As for this Other God, what's his explanation for not being around? Is he like Eric, too shy to tell us who he is? At least God left a note on our windshields. What should we make of this Other God who has made no contact whatsoever? We are left to pure guesswork.

My friend Oscar has never been married. He is a great, personable guy in his forties. Oscar has been feverishly hoping to be married his entire adult life. His problem is that he has set his standards too high. He wants a wife who will work full time, cook, clean, and “not be a nag.” I have tried to explain to Oscar that the best of women will occasionally argue with you. He doesn't accept that. Obviously, Oscar will likely die a bachelor.

Oscar once dated Lisa, who seemed a perfect mate. They shared the same religion, lifestyle, sense of humor, viewpoints, and personality. Unfortunately, Oscar decided he could do better, so he let her go. Years have passed since the breakup. If Oscar had stuck it out, he would be married with three kids by now. Instead he's still looking and the eligible field is thinning (much like his hair!).

Many people who seek God are like Oscar: They search for the Perfect God, overlooking the superb one right in front of them. The Christian God may appear to have some hang-ups, but at least he has communicated his sincere love to us. At least he hasn’t left us a note under the wiper and ignored us, because he still wants the relationship to continue. Yes, he hasn’t been on earth for two thousand years, but he has communicated with us through the Bible. 

 

C. The Woman Who Left Her Home in a Shoe
 

I recently read a story of a lady who could not handle her fourteen children anymore. She left for the market and never came home. Forty-one years later, her children found her living in Florida, very much alive. The children eagerly looked forward to speaking with her. Undoubtedly, they wanted to know why she had left; why she had never sent them a post card, phoned, or just let them know she was alive. Turned out she just got tired of raising fourteen kids and opted for her sanity instead. 



God has not left us without answers. While not the method I prefer, he has at least provided answers through the Bible. As for this Other God, what answers has he given us? None. We have no assurances of heaven, love, or forgiveness. We are stuck with a gut instinct on how this Other God will behave. Gut instincts just don’t do the job when eternity is at stake. Jim Jones, David Koresh, and the Heaven’s Gate cult can all attest to this. They followed their gut instincts. All it got them was dead. Believing that there is a yet-to-be-known god is just as crazy. Worse yet, this Other God has no explanation for injustices in the world. People who yearn for this Other God are chasing down a path similar to that of my friend Oscar. Inexplicably, many people gravitate toward this Other God. Why? Because it is an easy way out. Heartache, confusion, and tension comes with traveling the Christian path to God. A simpler alternate route would be so much easier.

 

D. Easy Outs
 

Not too long ago, I watched a show called Evil Women. It chronicled women who had murdered their husbands. One woman got tired of living with her husband of twenty years, who didn’t work due to a heart condition. He was on disability. She divorced him and ran off with his younger nephew. That didn’t last because the nephew was jobless as well. She came back to her husband solely because she needed his disability check. She planned to have him permanently disappear without anyone the wiser. That way she could keep receiving the disability check without having to put up with him. To this end, she enlisted her daughter from another marriage to help kill him. My wife remarked, “These people are pathetic. They did all of this because they didn’t want to work.” It was true: This lady and her daughter went on a murderous rampage merely to receive a paltry one thousand dollars a month without having to work. The lady wanted an easy way out.

The yearning for this Other God is the easy way out. It ignores the reality of life and simply paints a rosy picture. You don’t have to deal with sin, faith, or responsibility. You can get your one thousand dollars a month without getting a job. It didn’t work for the murderous wife. And it sure won’t work for your eternity. There is no other god yet to be discovered. There is no alternative, easier path that we have all been missing. The Other God seems comfortable since no effort is required. Nothing in the universe works that way. Everything takes effort. So, why would the most important thing in the entire universe suddenly be completely contrary to the way the rest of the universe runs? No effort, no wrong, no right, just free serenity once we die.

Convenience is a poor basis for selecting a god. Has the Christian God laid down some odd rules? Yes. Does he communicate in an odd way? Yes. But at least he has given us guidance.

 

E. Input Without Return 
 

Hebrews 4:16 gives us the right to pray to God. And, yes, praying is awkward. You talk to God and make requests and you never hear a response. Where on earth would this form of communication be accepted as normal? It’s peculiar, to say the least. However, as odd as it may seem, it is at least a notion of communication. Contrast this with the Other God, who hasn’t given an ounce of direction on how to know him, how to communicate with him, or how to get to him.

 

F. “Easy” Doesn’t Hack it
 

Nonetheless, there is a tendency to want to believe in this Other God. Just as there is a tendency to want to believe that the “see” food diet is the best way to health.

It's time to stop pretending that this Other God exists. He doesn't. There is no indication of who he is, why he exists, how the world became evil, and what will happen once we die. This Other God is an easy escape from reality. Lose weight or learn while you sleep. None of these represent true life. They bring to mind a quote from Ohio State’s old, crusty football coach, Woody Hayes. He gave a brusque opinion on the easy path through life, “Anything easy ain’t worth a damn.”

Everything about Christianity is real life. Its “heroes” were men who acted cowardly on many occasions. They gave down-to-earth responses to situations. When Jesus walked on the water, the men didn’t react with, “Awesome, Jesus, you are the man.” No. They were terrified; they thought Jesus was a ghost. Look at Daniel before he went into the lion’s den. He didn't say, “I'm unafraid because God is with me.” No. He said that “if” my God shall deliver me, then I will be saved. Translation: “I’m not sure I’m going to make it.”

And what about good ole Thomas, every doubter’s best friend in the Bible? As if watching Jesus raise people from the dead for three years wasn’t enough, he still doubted until after Jesus had been raised. And get this: He saw Jesus after his death and was still skeptical until he actually touched the wounds on his hands and his side. I don’t know about you but, if I saw my brother die, and then came home to find him at my kitchen table three days later, I wouldn’t need to touch his wounds to make sure it was he. The Bible sets out realistic accounts of how real people acted in extraordinary circumstances.

 

G. Touchy-Feely Stuff
 

You may have reached the point where you just want to put the whole god business out of your mind - any god. It would be easier to quit wasting brain energy on this quandary and simply get on with your life. But just because something feels good or is easier, doesn’t necessarily mean it’s better. Some of us spend every day counting calories and staying away from that second piece of cake at the birthday party. It would be a whole lot easier to be an elephant, rhino, or lion and just eat whatever struck our fancy. And in limitless amounts, but that would not make for good health. If you are like me, you fall off the food wagon a few times a year. It’s no longer a garden salad and bottled water for lunch. No. It’s time for a cheeseburger, fries, and an ice-cold regular Coke. Life feels good when you eat like this, but this wonderful feeling is short-lived. If you continued eating in a manner that “felt” good, you would eat yourself to an early grave, as so many of our population are finding to their dismay. 

Believing (or not) in God has some parallels in employment. Many of us have quit a job at one time or another in our lives. UPS once hired my brother Eric as a truck loader. A conveyor belt sent packages down to him to load in the truck. This was the dream job of all teenagers. It was not hard, required little thinking, and paid good money. Eric was ecstatic when he landed this prized job. Understandably, in short order, he got bored. He quit on the spot. However, instead of quitting like a man and walking out the front door, he snuck over the back wall (do you sense a familiar pattern?) and split. Unaware of his departure, the boxes continued to peel off the conveyor belt, with nobody to catch them. Eric was relieved when he got to his car, glad to be rid of the job. Remember how good it feels when you finally get up enough nerve to quit a distasteful job? There is a sense of euphoria that hits when you quit. No more idiotic boss. No more lame coworkers. No more misery. Just freedom. You typically stop at 7-11 on the way home, to gorge yourself with toxic food to celebrate this momentous occasion. And it gets better. The following morning you don’t have to set your alarm clock. This way of life just feels good. But only for a while. Remain unemployed and your life becomes a complete train wreck. Just because something causes an incredibly positive sensation in the short term, does not make it beneficial long term. Eric’s euphoria was short-lived. Just as he reached the car, he realized that he had forgotten his expensive jacket inside the UPS shop and had to return to retrieve it with a very red face. 

The point I’m trying to get across with Oscar, Eric, coasting Volkswagen Bugs, and UPS jobs is that it makes no sense to spend your life pursuing the feel-good angle. It gets you nowhere. The Other God feels good, but that’s a dead end. He’s a pipe dream for the disillusioned. Cult material? No, just fantasy land.

 

H. So Without Another God, Which Way?
 

So, we're stuck in this odd arrangement with the Christian God, wondering what we should do. 

Alternatively, you might wish to shop for a god among another known religions. Save your energy. The God of Christianity is the only one on the block with anything sane to offer. You think other religions are sane? Buddhism offers as its highest manifestation the state of nothingness. If that’s your goal, then go for it. Hinduism offers you millions of gods, but with no way to know any one god personally. Other religions offer images of an angry god, or a god who cannot be personally known. Is that what you really want? Only Christianity talks about humans and God establishing a personal relationship with humans. 

Some of you may be jaded about your relationship with God. Perhaps you feel that he has hurt you. Relationships involve pain. People are individual, dynamic souls who occasionally cross paths and hurt one another no matter how loving a relationship they may enjoy. But those with strong loving relationships always bounce back. In doing his God things, God occasionally will hurt you. I always feel sorry for the person who cuts off a loved one over a dispute. The fence can never be mended if you refuse to give the other person a chance. You will never be able to mend your relationship with God if you keep harboring anger over starving Somali kids, vicious dictators, or Bible stories of God allowing King David to wipe out cities. The last time I checked, you weren’t God. You would never take the wheel out of the hands of a 747 pilot. Then why do you think you can take the wheel of the entire universe from God?

The grass is not greener on the other side. You cannot snuff out the God of Christianity any more than you can eliminate your desire for food. He is here. He is now. You must deal with him. And yes it can be extremely annoying because he won’t let you go one day without thinking about him. That's because so much is at stake. And that’s because he actually loves your pathetic bag of bones. Sure his ways are weird at times, but all that drives him is your best interest. You’ll never comprehend how he works. You need only concern yourself with the fact that he loves you. Let him sort out the rest.






  








FOUR

_______________
 

What the Hell?
 

A. Grandpa Brown
 

“Will a loving God barbecue lost souls billions and trillions of years, in literal flaming fire, for one single sin?” This was the title of a sermon given by my late grandfather, James Alexander Brown. He was an old-fashioned country preacher, born in 1906 in Missouri. He only ventured from its borders three times in his entire life. He spent his life feverishly reading the Bible, trying to unlock its mysteries. The problem was, the more he studied, the more worried he became with the Bible’s content.

Grandpa could not clear the hurdle of the concept of Hell. In the latter part of his life, he agonized over how God could send people to Hell for “billions and trillions of years.” This maddening concept caused my grandpa to live in a massive shadow of fear. Near the end of his life, he was greatly afraid of death. For a man who genuinely seemed to love God, this hardly seemed to be a reward for a life filled with faith.

I have often grappled with the same things that make preachers (and grandpas) doubt. We spend our lives living between the promise of bliss and the horrors of Hell. It has always seemed odd to me that God gives this wonderful, everlasting love, yet if we stray even slightly from the path, the consequence is damnation beyond our worst nightmares. We sit in church our whole lives and nod as the pastor explains that the natural consequence of denying God’s love is Hell. What are we really talking about? Does the pastor know? Does anyone?

How many times in your life have you made a romantic pitch to someone else and flopped? Usually the attempt satisfied you even if you did not obtain the desired result. Unfortunately, we have all seen too many stories in the news about a man who kills his ex-girlfriend since she would not reciprocate his love. Such stories always anger me. I usually envision the man being a pathetic, disgusting person. I can easily envision taking a baseball bat to his head. Something is wrong with the concept of using violence to force love.

Is the love God holds out to us like the love that the ex-boyfriend has offered? If we accept God’s love, all is well; if not, we will receive damnation beyond measure. Something is wrong with this picture.

 

B.  From Hell to Bakersfield
 

My brother-in-law Bruce is part bohemian and part tortured-Christian soul. He lives in Bakersfield, California, a town whose most famous moment is a scene in the Tom Hanks movie Castaway. In the movie, Hanks’s character, Chuck (who likes talking to volleyballs) survives a plane crash and is stranded on a tiny, boring island. No tigers trying to eat him, no raging gorillas, no wild native tribes trying to shrink his head and serve it for dinner; just an island of a few square miles, with few trees, and even fewer things to do. Mired in his incomprehensible boredom, Chuck stands on the beach one day when the side of an outhouse washes up on shore. He is shocked and rushes to greet this relic of civilization that has chosen to make an unexpected appearance. Chuck frantically turns the outhouse over, only to incredulously bark out the words plastered on the side, “Bakersfield? Bakersfield, California?!”

Like Chuck, my brother-in-law is not too fond of Bakersfield. Bruce is sentenced to this town because his wife’s family lives there, and he’s trying to please her. He can identify with the outhouse that washed up on shore. It was the best that Bakersfield had to offer.

Bruce is a talented, self-made musician. He may never be famous or play a sold-out concert, but he has a unique gift for song writing. If he had received professional guidance when he was younger, I believe he could have made serious money. He writes funny, creative songs. Merle Haggard, country music legend, once used Bruce’s pen in a flurry of autograph signings, but forgot to return the pen. Bruce promptly went home and wrote a song called “Merle Haggard Stole My Pen.”

The only thing Bruce likes about Bakersfield is that it has, for reasons hard to fathom, a rich country-music history. Bakersfield might not be Nashville, but it isn’t far off. I’ve never been to Nashville, but, I’ll bet it has more to offer than truck stops, gas stations, and 112-degree heat. Buck Owens, another country music legend, set up shop in Bakersfield many years ago, apparently after his tire blew out on the interstate and he had no other way out of town.

Bruce and I spend a lot of time talking about subjects most Christians would never discuss. We talk about issues that might result in excommunication. We don’t consider these items to be blasphemous or contentious; we simply try to fight through a lot of the baggage that prevents people from being Christians.

Bruce scorns the idea of Hell. He believes it to be nothing more than an invention to get people to conform to what priests and church leaders want them to do. Bruce recently read a book called Love Wins by Rob Bell. Bell wonders aloud how God, who is infinite in mercy and kindness, could throw billions of people into Hell. Bell concludes that a loving God wouldn’t do such a thing. Bruce liked this angle, but was nervous to admit it. Bruce comes from a fundamentalist background and was concerned that his family would be aghast to discover his belief in supposedly heretical doctrines. He decided he didn’t care, and mentioned Bell's book on his Facebook page. Right on cue, his family and friends saw this and wondered where he had gone astray.

Bruce thinks of Hell as an indefensible doctrine that does nothing but instill needless fear. He recently said that he no longer believes in Hell. His exact words were, “Who the hell cares about Hell?” A few years back, upon hearing someone like Bruce make such a statement, I would have removed myself from his presence. Why become collateral damage in the impending lightning strike? Or end up in the path of an eighteen-wheeler that loses it’s brakes and jumps the curb, just in time to arrive where Bruce stood?

However, Bruce hasn’t keeled over dead since his pronouncement. In fact, he has improved his relationship with God. Bruce points out that nothing in the Bible says you have to believe in Hell to get to heaven. He told me, if he’s quizzed at the pearly gates about why he doesn't believe in Hell, “I’ll tell God I felt that the idea of Hell got in the way of my relationship with him, so I decided to stop believing in it.” How can you argue with a response like that?

 

C.  Does God Hate Kids?
 

During one of our conversations, Bruce asked me to get involved in an email discussion with some guy named Mike, who was (ironically) from Nashville. I didn’t know anything about Mike, other than he didn’t believe in Hell either. On a lark, I sent Mike an email. 

When I first heard back from Mike, I learned that he wasn’t bohemian or philosophical, like Bruce. Mike was more like Rage Against the Machine. Not only did he not believe in Hell, he despised the entire concept. Well, despised might not be the right word. It is too soft. More like, hated the %$#@ out of the concept of Hell. Over a period of several weeks, I traded emails with Mike, trying to get to the core of what drove him. His blasphemous emails concerned me and I again thought about falling asteroids and eighteen-wheelers as I read.

Mike grew up in a church where he was taught that young people would go to Hell if they died and were not saved. From a delicate age, Mike feared this would happen to him and other young people. He cried out to God in his overwhelming fear, waiting for an answer--but the answer never came. Mike packed it all in and decided that if God did not care to answer a terror-stricken child, then something was wrong with the entire Bible story.

I can relate to Mike. When I was twelve years old, I learned about The Exorcist. I never saw the movie, but I knew all about it from kids at school. It scared the living daylights out of me; I had nightmares for years. I remember lying in my bed one night, so scared my teeth chattered, and calling out to God to comfort me from my fright. An answer never came. I spent the next several years trying to conquer this fear.

I have always wondered why God never answered my prayer. When Mike went on his blasphemous rants about God’s unfairness, a part of me agreed. I was no longer concerned about lightning, but I wondered why God seemingly ignored two young, terrified kids' prayers.

 

D.  Emptiness and God
 

It brought to mind the movie Touching the Void, which was based on a true story. Two mountain climbers, Joe Simpson and Simon Yates, decided to climb the west face of Siula Grande in the Peruvian Andes--a portion of the mountain that no one had ever climbed. The two had been friends for years and had scaled mountains all over the world. The climb was successful. After they reached the summit, they descended the difficult North Ridge. On the descent, disaster struck. Simpson slipped and fell part of the way down the mountain, shattering his leg and knee. Yates was able to get to Simpson, but the climbers were low on water and had run out of fuel for their stove. They decided that they had to get off the mountain before nightfall, or freeze to death. 

The pair tied their two climbing ropes together and used the extra long cords to lower each other one at a time down the steep slopes. At one juncture, Yates lowered the injured Simpson down a slope, to a point where Simpson was out of his sight due to poor visibility. What Yates did not realize was that he had lowered Simpson over the edge of a cliff. Simpson dangled in mid-air as Yates feverishly fought to hold on to the rope. For an extended time, Yates held his position, trying to pull up Simpson. His hands were frostbitten and he couldn't manage the task. Yates realized they would both freeze to death unless he cut the rope. In an agonizing choice, Yates cut Simpson loose.

Simpson fell one hundred and fifty feet off the cliff, landing on a ledge inside a deep ice cave. When he awoke from unconsciousness, he was amazed to be alive. He also realized there was no apparent way out of the cave because the crevasse walls were nearly vertical.

Back up top, Yates dug a snow cave and waited the storm out for the night. The next day, he feverishly sought to find Simpson, but could not. When he saw the cliff and the deep crevasse into which Simpson had likely fallen, he assumed Simpson was dead. 

Far below, Simpson’s screams were lost in the crevasse. Yates made the long descent back to his base camp. Yates remained there for several days, mourning the seeming death of his friend.

But Simpson wasn’t dead. He later said he had cried out to God, without response. He was alone and concluded that God did not exist. From this point in the story, he made an unbelievable escape from the crevasse. Battered and broken, he spent the next three days crawling down the frozen mountain, teetering on the edge of death the entire way. At one point near the foot of the mountain, Simpson realized that even if he got off the mountain, he was still untold miles from civilization. Worse yet, another blizzard kicked up; he couldn’t see more than twenty yards ahead of him. Completely broken, Simpson gave up and decided to die. He collapsed to the ground, too exhausted to continue.

By coincidence, he had collapsed on ground located about one hundred yards from the base camp where he and Yates had begun their ascent, though he was too dazed to realize it. Better yet, Yates was still in the camp, unaware that Simpson had lain down to die close by. Yates had planned to leave the following morning. Neither Simpson nor Yates had any clue of their astounding proximity to one other. 

Simpson would have died so close to the finish line save for one small detail: He had the good fortune to stop on the small patch of land that he and Yates had previously designated as the camp bathroom. As Simpson lay ready to die, he suddenly smelled human waste. He abruptly realized he was on the edge of camp. In the howling wind and snow, he crawled the last one hundred yards to camp, to delight a shocked Yates. Simpson fully recovered from his harrowing ordeal.

There was a spiritual side to this story that amazed me. Simpson concluded that when he cried out to God in his helpless position inside the crevasse, God did not exist since there was no answer. However, Simpson failed to later see the hand of God directing him to lie down on the only patch of land within thousands of square miles that could have saved his life. If Simpson had decided to lie down and die only twenty-five yards earlier, he would not have smelled the human waste and instead would have frozen to death in the night.

As children, Mike and I cried to God and thought he didn’t hear. Simpson felt the same way. The only conclusion I could ever arrive at is that God listens to us even when we think he doesn't. I believe God used incidents in Mike’s life and mine to point us in the right direction. As he also did with Simpson. In my heart, I know that God does not derive pleasure from torturing young children. When viewed on a plane far above our comprehension, there must be a reason why God let this occur. Maybe that reason has to do with you reading these words at this exact moment. Or maybe you're like me--sick of trying to figure out the mysterious reasons for why God does things.

I sense at my core that God’s love is pure beyond measure. But what would we make of the same God who throws people into Hell? Whatever happened to my sins being removed as far as the east is from the west? Or my scarlet sins being made as white as snow? Something seems to be missing from this picture. I realize that God’s love and forgiveness must be accepted, but doesn’t that make it conditional? What about Romans 8:38 which says that God’s love is unconditional, everlasting, and neither death nor Hell can stop it?

 

E.  Does Denial Equal Damnation?
 

Jesus talked about people being sentenced to Hell for denying him before man. If this statement must be taken literally, why didn’t God send Peter to Hell for openly denying Jesus? Matthew 26:74 says that when Peter was asked if he knew Jesus, he “called down curses” and swore that he knew no one of that name. In an interesting attempt to capture this moment, my pastor once in church gave a full, animated rendition of Peter’s denial, going so far as to cuss and swear as he recited the words Peter probably used. The listeners sat stunned in the ensuing silence.

It can't get worse than Peter’s denial of Christ. Stop and envision that scene. Peter must have wanted to stay alive. He had heard all this talk about eternal life, giving up your life for your friends, and denying yourself. However, in the hour of Peter’s own potential death, he chucked it all to the curb. He wanted nothing to do with it. 

In the early ‘90s, we sent a small band of troops to Somalia to rescue Americans held hostage. I had watched a Discovery Channel show on the incident and found that the movie Black Hawk Down perfectly depicted what had happened during the rescue attempt. What struck me as bizarre about Somalia was that its government had completely collapsed; Every man was forced to fend for himself. Every person openly carried a weapon in this society– from pistols to automatic weapons. If somebody offended you, you could put a bullet between his eyes without fear of retribution from a non-existent government. Somalia had reverted to the Stone Age.

Into the midst of this barbarism, a few dozen American soldiers were sent to rescue other Americans who were trapped in a compound. When word got out that these soldiers had stormed the compound, all hell broke loose in the city of Mogadishu. Crazy people walking the city's streets had always heard about how evil and wicked American soldiers were; now we were in their backyard. A feeding frenzy erupted as these people raced to the compound to shoot and kill the soldiers. Fortunately, the Mogadishu people were really bad shooters--and, amazingly, the two-dozen soldiers held off the mobs with their precision shooting.

At one point in the story, the Americans needed to be rescued from the compound so the United Nations sent in a few armored personnel carriers to rescue the Americans. The blue-helmeted UN soldiers had never fought in close quarters before and were absolutely terrified. In fact, they were so frightened that they left the compound before every American soldier could board. These UN soldiers didn't care about things like honor, courage, or commitment--they just wanted to save their own hides. The few American soldiers who were left behind had to run beside the carriers, to the edge of town, in what became known as the Mogadishu Mile. Miraculously, all survived.

At the moment of Jesus’ darkest hour, Peter wore a blue helmet. He had no concern for Jesus. He only cared about his own hide. However, several days later, Peter stood on a beach with Jesus, who gently chided him for his denial and then forgave Peter. Whatever happened to Jesus supposedly castigating those who deny him before men? Peter denied Jesus at the most critical moment in history, yet he was quickly forgiven. Peter struck out with the bases loaded in the bottom of the ninth inning of game seven of the World Series and Jesus brushed it off. Was Peter’s good fortune that he ate organic food and ran three miles a day and therefore did not die of a heart attack before he was able to meet up again with Jesus on the beach? If he had died before this rendezvous, would he have gone to Hell?

The thought of Hell unsettles us. How do you foster a relationship with a God you fear may cast you into Hell?

1 Chronicles 21:14-15 recounts God’s sending of a plague to kill seventy thousand people. Further, the Lord then sent an angel to destroy Jerusalem. As the angel began the annihilation, God relented and told the angel to stop. These people had clearly infuriated God. He had already killed seventy thousand and was prepared to kill more. At the brink of utter disaster however, God pulled back. Will God do the same thing with Hell? Will he pull back?

In Genesis 8:21, after the flood the Bible says, “The LORD smelled the pleasing aroma and said in his heart: `Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood. And never again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done.’” If God promised never to destroy again, isn’t Hell destructive? I understand that this scripture relates to man on earth, but why is it any less ruinous if man is spared on earth, but spiritually demolished?

 

F.  Are There Second Chances After Death?
 

The mere concept of Hell runs contrary to a loving God. It bothers me every day of my life, whether I consciously think about it or not. Hell cannot be ignored. Which leaves us with two choices: ignore it and carry on, or deal with it. The ignore-it angle holds great appeal. It releases us of the burden of trying to tackle this concept that is too much for humans to bear. However, we all know that ignoring something doesn’t improve it. 

A more constructive approach is to look at Hell in a different vein. If Hell exists, then it may not be forever. There is scripture to back this view. In Matthew 5:23-26, Jesus relates a story about a man being thrown into prison and later getting out when he has paid the last penny owed. Jesus talks about the Day of Judgment being “more tolerable” for Sodom and Gomorrah than for any city that refuses to accept Jesus’ disciples. How would an eternal fiery judgment possibly be “more tolerable” unless we're missing part of the equation? In Matthew 18:34, Jesus relays a parable about someone delivered “to the torturers” until he is able to pay his debt in full. Why would Jesus repeatedly qualify the time with “until”? If Hell is forever, then the parable would have ended, “the man was thrown into prison, never to be released.”

But there is more. Following the crucifixion, 1 Peter 3:19-20 tells us that Christ went to “proclaim to the spirits in prison” to those who “formerly did not obey.” Jesus preached to people who were actually in Hell--and these weren’t good people. They came from the flood involving Noah, the same people whom God was sorry he had created and who died in the flood due to their evil lives. Thereafter, it appears that Jesus (similar to his parables) released the captives from jail. Ephesians 4:7-10 confirms that Jesus descended “into the lower earthly regions” before he “ascended on high” while bringing “captives” with him. He brought the captives with him. How could he bring these spirits with him to heaven? We had previously seen that, in the story of the rich man and Abraham’s bosom, there was a “great gulf” that could not be crossed? Jesus bridged the divide. In John 12:32, Jesus said, “But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” Jesus’ act of crucifixion drew all men to him, not just some.

This story begins to look like a situation in which God said one thing, but changed his mind. God reacts in many oddly human ways. His anger is stirred up; he gets jealous, weeps for his people, and stands proud of those who obey him. We are made in his image. Look no further than yourself to see how we all handle situations. Is it possible that God has blurted out a threat, but after taking a moment to reconsider has changed his mind? He has done this in the past, so why not again?

Bruce wonders if eternal Hell is a concept invented by Satan. Satan is unkind, lacks patience, is hateful, evil, vengeful, unforgiving, unrelenting, terrifying, loves torture, craves judgment of others, and seeks complete separation from God. These attributes and goals are one hundred percent embedded in an eternal Hell. Moreover, what doctrine gives more discomfort to everyone on earth than the doctrine of Hell? Satan is the prince of earth. Doesn’t the doctrine of an eternal Hell sound like that of Satan’s kingdom? What factor would cause us to ignore and turn away from God? Hell. What does Satan want us to do? Hate and despise God. Has a trick been played on us? Has our abhorrence of Hell driven us from God? Does that sound like something God would do? Or, does it sound like a concept fostered by Satan to turn us against God? Or, maybe Hell as we fear it is only reserved for Satan and his demons? Satan’s only revenge against God may be to get us to believe that we might also share this eternal home with him. 

Satan quoted Scripture at the end of Jesus’ forty-day fast, and it seemed on the money. Has he done the same to prostitute God’s love? Has he twisted our understanding of Scripture so much that we have adopted his interpretation? Jesus told us that his burden was light and that we would “find rest” for our souls. What kind of rest can there be for our souls if we stand a hair’s breadth from immersion into a boiling pot of oil for all eternity?

 

G.  Is Forgiveness Conditional?
 

On the cross, Jesus asked God to forgive his persecutors for they had no knowledge of what they did. This poses several questions. Were they forgiven, or was the forgiveness only final when the persecutors accepted it? The absolution from this sin became certain at the moment when Jesus asked that their sins be forgiven. There was no need for them to accept the forgiveness. And, if the persecutors knew not what they did when it came to the crucifixion, then can people be held liable for less heinous crimes? Does the death of Christ automatically wash away all sins? Past and future?

I don't mean to start a battle of the Scriptures. The Bible includes plenty of frightening verses about the lake of fire--enough that I hesitate to proclaim with assurance that no such obscenity exists. However, Hell may not be what you think. I have heard Hell described in other terms besides actual flaming pits. In The Case for Faith, Lee Strobel wrote an entire chapter on the subject, which suggested that Hell wasn’t actual flames, but separation from God. My grandpa believed that Hell fire is the fire of truth that comes out of God’s mouth; not burning flames. CupofWrath.com, an informative website I once happened upon, suggests that the lake of fire was not eternal punishment, but rather the wicked were annihilated once and for all - - their souls eternally removed from existence. No heaven or Hell. This same website pointed to Revelation 21:8, which described the final judgment as the second death. Just as physical death is the end of a person's body, spiritual death is the permanent end of their spirit. Yes, people wept and gnashed their teeth, but that is not eternal; it's due, rather, to the realization of being near permanent death. They were not left to suffer for eternity, but their spiritual carcasses were left for all to view after they were spiritually dead (Isaiah 66:23-24). This website finally pointed out that Hell itself was a temporary state until it, too, was destroyed when it was cast into the lake of fire (Revelation 20:14).

 

H.  Where Do We Go From Here?
 

There are no easy answers to the question of Hell. I wish the topic had never been raised in the Bible. It strikes me as odd that I take a certain degree of comfort in knowing that Hell may not be eternal but “only” a place of limited time, or where a soul is permanently destroyed, not left to suffer for eternity. As if total and complete annihilation is not as bad as I fear.

Most of us have no problem believing that Hitler or Stalin could have been sent to Hell. Some think Barack Obama, George W. Bush, or Bill Buckner will keep them company, but will my grandma Beatrice also roast forever with them? How about your Uncle Jeff who was a good husband, father and volunteer at the old folks home? How about sixteen-year-old Kimberly who died in a car crash while drinking with friends? Or Lonnie, born with a defective heart who died after living only 7 years? Or a stillborn baby?

We are too quick to proclaim that it is “obvious” any person who rejects God will “of course” be sent to Hell. Is indifference rejection? Is it that simple? And why does death suddenly change everything? How could God, in one moment, be angry enough to kill seventy thousand people on earth, but in the next instant, welcome some (or perhaps all) of those seventy thousand into heaven?

The myriad of issues surrounding Hell can make you dizzy. However, the worst thing that we can do is ignore Hell. We need to be realistic about this frightening concept. Too many critics scoff at Hell, and suggest that it is a ridiculous idea beyond comprehension. But does that make it untrue? Since when did wishing something away make it so? I don’t like the concept of Hell, but we must address it. There is too much about Hell in the Bible to ignore it. So what are we to do? Do we just live the remainder of our lives in utter fear? Or do we do something unexpected? Do we accept that Christ’s blood truly and actually has saved us from this terror? Jesus said that “If any man comes unto me, I will in no wise cast him out.” I don’t know if Hell exists, what its form may be, or whether it’s for a period of time or eternal. However, I feel strongly that Jesus will grant everybody passage into heaven who wants it. Along these lines, if God says that he remembers our sins “no more,” then who do you think keeps whispering in your ear that Hell awaits you? Satan? Forget about why Hell may have been created, or how long it lasts. Rather, realize that at this moment, God has given you a free pass to heaven. Don’t be offended by this offer. And, don’t keep asking whether other people have or had this offer. Focus on the offer that has been made to you. You are free to accept God’s grace and escape Hell. Period. Yes, it sure looks like a “get-out-of-jail-free” card, but is that bad? If our natural state means that we will end up in Hell, don’t you think it makes sense to accept spiritual measures put in place to avoid it? Christ has told you to come to him and you will not be cast out. Plain and simple. He did not tell you to come to him with a clean heart, a sinless life, and nothing but noble thoughts. If that were the case, nobody would have a chance. And he did not say that you will forfeit his offer if you at anytime doubt whether he actually will accept you into heaven. You are in. He promised it. You cannot undo that promise. Neither will God. 

God lives. God loves. His love endures forever. Stop worrying about Hell and start taking Jesus at his word, namely, that you are not destined for Hell if you call upon him. 
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God Can’t Exist: He’d Be Chairman of the Bored
 

A.  Fighting Boredom
 

I once heard a story about an American POW who had been locked in a tiny cell for close to five years during the Vietnam War. The heat of the jungle alone was sheer torture; the physical abuse by the guards added heavily to his misery. However, the greatest threat to his survival was boredom. He had little, if any, human contact. He knew that he would quickly lose his mind unless he could occupy his penned-in and pinned-down brain. To this end, he devised a plan: every single day, he would play 18 holes of golf in his head. He would picture himself striking the ball off the tee, walking the fairways, making (and missing) putts. He lived the experience in full, vivid detail each day in his mind. He kept this ritual up until he was released from his hellhole.

If this POW’s boredom had run its course, he might have died.

 

B.  God is Omniscient - - or is He?
 

I have often wondered how God exists without getting bored. God is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent—fancy ways of saying he’s a know-it-all. Literally. I’ve often wondered how he keeps himself intellectually stimulated. He knows the ending to every movie and sporting event that has been or ever will be. He knows the punch line to every joke. He knows what is wrapped in every box beneath each Christmas tree. He is like older Biff in Back to the Future Part II, who flew to the future, obtained an almanac of the entire 20th Century’s sports scores, then flew back to 1950 and started betting the horses. Biff got filthy rich because he knew how every sporting event ended. But wouldn’t knowing everything get boring after a while?

A minefield of things align to trip up your faith. The feeling that God might not exist because he would get too bored is one of these odd obstacles. Before we declare God dead due to boredom, we first must ask if the human race faces the same predicament. Look no further than your front porch for the answer. You know the spot. The place where that sea of ants passes through, no matter how much Raid, bleach, or any other deadly pesticidal concoction we place in their paths. Nothing can kill these guys. 

My brother, Randall, once had a tidal wave of ants invade his kitchen. He came home to find thousands of ants enjoying Club Med in his home. They devoured anything they could get into their little chopstick mouths. Everything in the trash can was skeletonized or demolished in its entirety. Any partially-opened food item was emptied. They drowned in the syrup. Nothing was off limits. Well, nothing except for one solitary item: the artificial sweetener Splenda. The ants wanted nothing to do with fake sugar.

An invading army of ants might not know math or science, but it knows that it doesn’t like the taste of Splenda. If we were able to eavesdrop on an ant assembly, we’d hear them discussing two subjects. One, they would be wondering who in their right mind would substitute Splenda for sugar. Two, the ants would wonder why these gods wouldn’t know that Splenda was a bad idea. To an ant, we are gods. We do things that ants cannot comprehend. 

The ant has to work to find food. It must scavenge, battle other bugs, and fight daily for its survival. By contrast, on any given day we can walk into a grocery store and find enough food to feed us for five years. No deadly animal waits at the door to tear us to shreds as we gather our food, no inclement weather beats on our heads, and nobody seeks to steal our food from our hands when we get home. Usually, we eat what we want, when we want, for as long as we want, without having to worry about being interrupted. Time recently reported that the good citizens of the world combined throw away 1.2 billion tons of food each year; 60% of the world’s production.4 The ant would be truly in awe of the human lot in life. 

Ants would be dumbfounded at our ability to communicate over distances. If an ant needs to communicate with another ant, he must physically seek out that ant and speak ant gibberish to him in front of his face. If his ant buddy has moved to an anthill that is a few hundred yards away, the ant must take incredible risks, time, and effort to locate his ant buddy to speak with him. The ant would marvel at the fact that we can communicate with a friend who has moved the ant equivalent of three million miles away to Chicago by simply pushing buttons on a device, and then holding it to our ear or making a few taps on a computer keyboard. It would be beyond the ant’s comprehension as to how we do this.

If the ant thought long and hard with his microscopic brain, he would reach the conclusion that humans must eventually get bored with this earth. Seeing that we are able to conquer and control every square inch of this place, it must get boring doing so after a while. Isn’t this what we say about God? 

 

C.  Whoa Noah
 

So how does God do it? One way he appears to have solved the problem of boredom was to create miniature creatures in his image: us. God breathed into Man and Man became a living spirit. This puny little creature was given autonomy. At this point, God no more knew what to expect than we do when we have children. Now, you probably think that, since God knows everything, this is a ridiculous statement. But is it? Let’s go to the time of Noah, pre-ark. Genesis 6:6-7 tells us, “The LORD regretted that he had made human beings on the earth, and his heart was deeply troubled. So the LORD said, ‘I will wipe from the face of the earth the human race I have created—and with them the animals, the birds and the creatures that move along the ground—for I regret that I have made them.’” Now ask yourself: If God knew one hundred percent in advance what would happen, why was he filled with regret? When you watch a movie that you have seen many times, do you become unexpectedly upset about an event? No. You might still shed tears or show anger, but you surely aren’t surprised.

 

D.  Whacks on the Head
 

A few years ago, I watched an episode of Dateline
NBC that focused on individuals who had suffered head injuries and resultant memory loss. One man suffered a serious head trauma in a car accident. Although he physically recovered and became mentally and physically capable of functioning as he had before, the portion of his brain that stored short-term memory had been irreparably damaged. He could no longer store new memories. All of the memories he had before the accident remained; however, any memory he had acquired after the accident would stick for an hour or so, only to disappear permanently. While he would enjoy new songs, he could never learn them. Each replay remained a new song to him. At the time I watched this show on Dateline NBC, it had been thirty years since the accident and the man was near sixty. He still played his records from thirty years before, enjoying the music. He could not retain a single new song he had heard since age 30. 

Another patient with a head injury had similar problems. After the man’s accident, his father passed away. He wept profusely when he was given the news. A few days later, somebody mentioned in passing that they were sorry his father had died. His short-term memory had been wiped clean, so he could not recall his father’s death. Upon hearing the news a second time, he again went through utter and complete grief. This unfortunate tragedy repeated itself several times over the next few weeks, with this man having to relearn that his father had died. Each time, he went through incredible grief. This man was completely taken aback because he did not know the ending to his father’s story. Finally, the people he knew had the good sense to stop mentioning the demise of his father. 

Did God forget what he was getting into when he made us? Or did he simply forget what lay ahead? Or, did he intentionally hide the future from his view? The situation with God and Noah mentions that the Lord regretted making man, and he was “deeply troubled” that he had done so. Doesn’t that sound anything like someone who expected one result and got another? It appears from scripture that the Lord may have intentionally prevented himself from looking into man’s future. This is not unusual--we do this all the time in our lives. We rent movies and watch them from beginning to end, taking care not to learn their outcomes in advance. 

How many times have you been forced to go to a birthday party, baby shower, or third cousin’s wedding at the same time of the biggest football game of the year or the season finale of Survivor takes place? You record the show and watch it later, as if the outcome had not yet been determined. Suspending knowledge does not equate to lack of knowledge; in fact, it’s quite the contrary. Suspension of knowledge shows greater intelligence: You had the smarts to know that not peeking would afford you greater pleasure. 

We receive gifts and place them under our Christmas tree and willfully refrain from peeking inside (most of us). When my dad was old enough to consider himself clever, he once peeked at all of his Christmas presents the night before. At the time, he cheerfully opened them, checked the contents, and rewrapped. The next morning, however, his peek into the future robbed him of his joy on Christmas morning. If it weren’t for my grandpa hiding a new bicycle in the garage, my dad’s Christmas would have been ruined. Withholding knowledge of the future can be a good thing.

That’s not to suggest God has no clue about future events. However, it is not antithetical to Scripture to suggest that God hasn’t fast-forwarded to check the end of every movie. On the other hand, you can still enjoy an event even knowing the outcome ahead of time. When you graduated from high school or college, you knew exactly what would happen at the commencement ceremony; you had even practiced it. Everybody in the audience knew what was in store. In fact, each audience member received a bulletin detailing precisely what and when every incident in the event would take place.

This lack of mystery spills over into other areas of life and does not remove the pleasure from the happening, as when you listen to music. The music is not live; you know exactly what is coming. Yet, you repeatedly engage in this activity. There is no mystery to how “Hey Jude” ends; however, you still tap your foot or play air guitar in step with the song. In an odd way, the music may become more enjoyable over time as you get to know it better. Even at a concert, you may have already have heard the upcoming selections dozens of times. Yet you still enjoy. 

You may delight in music you are hearing for the first time; you bask in its freshness. If perhaps you have brought this music on a long family trip, you may fondly recall the trip every time you hear that music. Over time, the songs are not mysterious, yet they hold more joy than when they were unknown. 

So foreknowledge of an event does not lessen its value of enjoyment. Consider the day you got (or will get) married. This event is so contrived that the exact date and moment are ultimately etched in stone. In fact, the entire event itself is exhaustively planned, right down to the color of the napkins and the people who will attend. Particularly if you want to stay married. Predictability is the order of the day for weddings. 

How about day-to-day events, such as visiting your parents? I visit my mom about once or twice a month and thoroughly enjoy the visit each time. Nothing unpredictable happens, yet I enjoy it. In fact, the predictability of the event is what helps me to enjoy it. When I visit my mom, I know that she will surround me with love, warmth, caring, and friendship. And usually she will insist on plying me with good cooking. Predictability is good. 

Of course, there’s a flip side to predictability. We all know individuals who are unpredictable. This is rarely good. We choose our friends precisely because they are predictable to a large degree. The Bible asserts that we are made in God’s image. In other words, we and God are built similarly. Otherwise, God would not have said that he made us in his image. So, we need only look to see what motivates us for an indication of what might likewise motivate God. Yes, mystery and the unknown intrigue us, but that’s only a small part of motivation. Living enjoyably and loving drive us. 

A good measure of predictability strengthens life. Have you been to the Grand Canyon? Without a doubt, you had seen pictures before you went, so you were not surprised by what you saw. Yes, it looked nicer in person, but you were not amazed to see a giant hole with red rocks. 

Or, how about your planned summer vacation? You planned it months in advance, booked the most predictable hotels, and hoped to obtain predicable events on the trip. And, when it all worked out the way you had hoped, you probably said, “It all worked out how I planned.” That’s code for saying, “I had a great time.” Again, foreknowledge of an event does not ruin it. Indeed, if things had not gone as planned, it might not have been a good vacation.

There are endless ways to entertain ourselves even though we repeatedly know an ending. God clearly has the ability to withhold knowledge of the future from himself, while simultaneously fully comprehending the future. In both instances, it is apparent how God could and does derive pleasure from these incidents.

We’ll never fully understand how God keeps himself entertained, but small windows exist through which we can get a glimpse: ourselves. We are the test models. If beings made in God’s image are not bored with existence, neither is their Creator. Take the universe for example. Ever square inch of it is immaculately made, right down to each speck of dirt. Would it make any sense that God put all this together while he was bored? Did God get bored after he created the universe? Does the universe run like a bored entity is behind the wheel? Everything about this life is filled with wonder and amazement, the hallmarks of a creator who is actively engaged. 

Entrance into heaven is not akin to a history test. You will not be asked to explain the mysteries of God before you can gain entrance: You do not need to understand how God can keep himself interested for all of eternity before you make it through the gate. Ants can’t figure us out, and we can’t figure out God. However, that doesn’t mean that God and we get bored with our mutual existence. We can chew on these topics as much as we please, but our inability to solve all of the mysteries of God has no bearing on our salvation.






  








SIX

_______________
 

The Church Rapist
 

A.  Who Needs This?
 

I often watch I Survived, a series on the Biography Channel. It’s about people who have lived through harrowing experiences. On one particular episode, a woman and her female roommate were both raped by an intruder. After the intruder raped the first woman, he forced her to walk with him to her roommate’s room, wake her up, and caution her not to scream. The lady was so traumatized that she woke up her roommate and casually broke the news, “There is a nice man here. He is going to rape you, but don’t worry.” 

Rape is indescribably gruesome, a violation of the highest order. The worst part is that the ill effects linger for a lifetime and carry with them the baggage of fear..

The aspect of rape that is especially repugnant is the contortion of the act of sex. Something that is meant to cause the opposite of fear, panic, and terror. Sex was intended as a means to bring comfort, love, and tenderness. Rape turns those intentions inside out, and brings forth the opposite feelings: fear, hate, and caustic bitterness. 

Many churches commit spiritual rape upon their congregants—and I mean that figuratively but not lightly. 

I have met countless people who have lost their interest in Jesus. They’ve been abused, tortured, and left for dead by the church. They are akin to the rape victim who loses all interest in sex. Most victims cannot bear the pain necessary to become spiritually involved again. 

I struggle daily to remain an upright Christian. I have survived the gauntlet of church abuse, but not without scars. I spent many a church service listening to how displeased God was with me. I was led to associate Jesus with anger, judgment, and hell. These are characteristics common to the rapist. I completely lost track of the fact that Jesus’ primary reason for coming to earth was that he loved me.

Rapists don’t love. They hate. Jesus couldn’t have those qualities the church was insisting on.

 

B.  It’s Deaf-ear Time: Tune in by Tuning Out
 

Jesus scorned people who abused his flock; he never despised the flock. Somehow the church has gotten it messed up. It flogs its flock, constantly putting its followers in fear’s path.

God loves those who pursue him. He does not abhor, hate, and despise those who may fall on their faces in the chase. When my daughter Hannah was just learning to walk, she would stagger around the living room grabbing handfuls of furniture to help steady her. As she became braver, she didn’t need the furniture. I sat on the couch one day as she came walking across the living room toward me. I watched in horror as she lost her balance and pitched face forward, banging her head on the coffee table. She caught a beveled edge and tore off a good piece of wood as she crashed to the floor. In that moment, I could focus on nothing but loving her so completely that I might stop her pain. Fortunately, she escaped with only a minor bump on the head. 

Jesus feels the same toward his wayward ones. This life is hard, and it isn’t any easier when our churches remind us what miserable failures we are. I no more need a pastor telling me not to sin than I need somebody telling me when to eat. Most churches tend to forget that there is someone called the Holy Spirit who covers those things. God is not out to get us. When we fall face first into the coffee table, he isn’t thinking, “Well, you should have been more careful” or “That’s what happens when you take risks.” God’s one thought when we fall is to help us up. Did you hear that? He wants to “help” us up. Help means help. God is here to help, not to put a boot in your face when you are down.

Why does the church constantly put a boot in our faces? Seriously? Many churches have become merit-badge services. Too many people pat themselves on their own backs for all of their wonderful deeds, while looking down their noses at those lying face down on the carpet, with blood pouring off of their foreheads. You are less than welcome if you haven’t spent inordinate amounts of time at the church, worked in the parking ministry, ushering, or contributing your time and energy in other ways. Is this what God is all about?

I have friends who are so intertwined in their churches that they cannot go away for a long weekend. They feel guilty if they miss church and their attendant chores for a Sunday. They worry about losing church “points” with their pastor and fellow worshipers. Is that how God wants us to live?

I spent a lot of years avoiding church. Whenever on occasion I was forced to attend, I was miserable. I would go in with an empty spiritual tank and come out with an even emptier tank. How was that possible? 

I once heard a pastor say, “If you are not as close to God today as you have ever been, then you are a backslider.” So, I’m a bad guy for having a bad day? Is God seriously therefore considering dumping me? And how is this supposed to help me? This is akin to someone saying, “You must be physically in the same shape or better every day as you age, or you are worthless and will get left behind.” The pastor’s statement avoids reality. 

 

C.  When You’re Down, You Need a Lift, Not a Shove
 

It is spiritual abuse to judge others. I’m sick of watching the church judge people. How the heck has the church overlooked Jesus’ succinct mandate, “Judge not lest ye be judged”? In case most people haven’t noticed, this is a long life. It has ups and downs. Could you imagine how silly it would be to say to your wife, “Sweetheart, you should not get angry at me. Happily married people don’t get angry with each other.” Isn’t that what churches, in essence, are saying when they tell us that we are backsliders if we don’t cuddle closer and closer to God as time passes? 

I have found that people who are in tough spots usually need the most compassion. I haven’t always been the most compassionate person, however, when I”m the one in the tough spot my position seems to change. Not long ago I became the coach of my daughter Hannah’s soccer team, 8 and 9-year-old girls. It is supposed to be “fun,” but at the same time it is extremely competitive. I have a competitive spirit, so before long, I got a little too intense. During one particular game against a bitter rival (Yes, such bitter rivalries exist in little kid soccer), the referee stopped the game and suddenly announced that my star player (Hannah) had to leave the game because she was wearing earrings (a big no-no in soccer). The earrings were small and were covered by band-aids. Hannah could not remove them, as she had just gotten her ears pierced and would thus risk an infection if she removed them. I explained this to the referee. I pleaded with him to “have a heart” and let her continue. He would have none of it; “The earrings come out or she has to leave the game.” Hannah began to cry. I was ticked off and used some Anglo-Saxon terms to describe my opinion of his call. Hannah left the game; I got the boot as well. After the entire incident, I felt rather foolish. I suddenly became an advocate of compassion, second chances, and forgiveness! 

 

D.  Off Days (Years? Decades?) Are OK
 

As for our life with God, Jesus is in this for the long haul. He does not expect happy, chirpy people every step of the way. Anymore than you expect your spouse to be happy and chirpy for your entire marriage. By pointing at particular sins or down moments in our lives, churches misjudge the totality of our lives. The entire focus of our lives is not a moment of stupidity at a soccer game. Rather, God takes the long view, rather than zeroing in on our foibles. 

Jesus implored us to “Judge not lest ye be judged” because he has no stomach to see us judged. Remember, Jesus told us that he came not into the world to judge it, but to save it. So why are churches always trying to undo this truth? It’s a sickness of the modern church. 

 

E.  Drink Up
 

One of my favorite movies of all time is The Princess Bride. The evil Prince Humperdink kidnaps Princess Buttercup. He wants to marry her, then murder her on their wedding night to start a war with her country. Buttercup’s boyfriend Wesley, a farm boy who later becomes a masked pirate, wants to rescue her. The prince is aware that Wesley is a threat, so he sends his three goons to stop him. 

In the first battle, Wesley bests Inigo Montoya in a sword fight. Up to that moment, Montoya had been considered the best sword fighter in the world. 

Next, Wesley does battle with Fezzik, a tender but tough giant. Wesley wins again.

Wesley’s final battle is against Vizzini, a Sicilian man who perceives himself to be a genius. Vizzini is not physically imposing and has no battle skills. Vizzini realizes that he cannot beat Wesley in a physical battle, so he challenges him to a battle of the wits. Wesley accepts the invitation and declares that they will battle wits on his terms: Wesley holds two goblets of wine and tells Vizzini that he must figure out which goblet has poison. After making his choice, Vizzini will drink from one goblet and Wesley the other. Thereafter, Wesley rapidly moves the two goblets in circles to mix them up, then asks Vizzini to choose from which goblet he will drink. After studying the two goblets, Vizzini becomes convinced which goblet contains the poison. Even though Wesley moved the drinks in circles to make it appear that neither party knows which drink has poison, Vizzini assumes Wesley surely must know which of the two goblets was poisoned. As such, Vizzini distracts Wesley then switches the order of the goblets. Vizzini then declares that he is ready to choose, and chooses the goblet which he believes is not poisoned. Wesley picks up the other goblet. They both drink. Vizzini then mocks Wesley, telling him that he fooled him, and that Wesley has drunk the poison. Vizzini is correct. Unfortunately, Vizzini drops dead, failing to realize that both drinks were tainted. Wesley poisoned both goblets of wine from the outset, since he had built up a resistance to the poison. 

 

F.  The Meal of Doom . . . Communion
 

The church has shown a propensity for the wine and goblet game: it’s called communion. When I was growing up, my pastor would bring out the bread and grape juice (we didn’t use wine in my church) and then announce that we were going to have communion. Before every such event, my pastor would make us pray and ask for forgiveness. He always read the story in 1 Corinthians 11:30 where many people had “fallen asleep” (died) while taking communion. His not-so-subtle message was that you could die if you took communion with an “unclean” heart. I came to dread communion, with it’s tale of terror attached to it. Who wants to celebrate a rite that could unwittingly result in your death? This seemed a variation of Russian roulette. Neither held appeal. 

I recently received an email from an elderly friend. The email showed two images of Jesus. In the first, Mary Magdalene sits at his feet as he strokes her head. In the other picture, Jesus carries an exhausted woman down a beach. The email included a message; “For some reason, these pictures give me the chills. They truly are powerful in relation to the message.”

I’m not the kind of guy who likes these cheesy emails, but since I respect this lady, I took the time to look at the paintings. I noticed a message typed below the pictures that the original sender had inserted into the body of the email. The message claimed, “The President of Argentina received this picture and called it ‘junk mail’ and eight days later his son died. A man received this picture and immediately sent out copies. His surprise was winning the lottery. Alberto Martinez received this picture, gave it to his secretary to make copies but then forgot to distribute them: She lost her job and he lost his family. This picture is miraculous & sacred.” Dire consequences for the scoffer; obvious rewards for a recipient who forwarded.

Would God really get that angry with us for not looking at his family photo album? Would he really kill us for taking bread and wine, while thinking about things not so spiritual? Is communion nothing more than a battle of the wits with Vizzini? Choose wrong and you’ll be dead by the time the bread clears your esophagus. I don’t think so. The downside of communion is just another form of church abuse.

My brother-in-law Bruce, the prison psychologist, attended what he characterized as a “fundamentalist potluck” at the home of some folks from his wife’s church. Bruce loves God but dislikes church. He occasionally attends functions with his wife, but prefers to otherwise keep his distance. He wore a John Lennon T-shirt to this event with the words “Give Peace a Chance.” He got a chilly response from one member. Seems that it is a no-no to imply that somebody other than Jesus could suggest that peace is a good thing. The host of the potluck asked Bruce whether his job in the prison system “tested” his faith. Bruce replied, “As a stumbling follower and a doubting believer, everything tests my faith.”

 

G.  How to Lose Points; But With Whom?
 

The modern church has spent a lot of time trying to rack up points for its members. If you attend church, volunteer as an usher, clean the parking lot, or refrain from cursing (even when hitting your thumb with a hammer), then you are closer to heaven. Do you skip church on a regular basis? Forget to tithe? Use colorful language on occasion? Have a drinking problem? You’re slipping away from heaven. Unfortunately, the church has forgotten that the wounded don’t need points; they need kindness and understanding. 

Being a Christian is hard. We no more need the church judging us than we as parents need other people telling us how to raise our children. 

A friend of mine, Winston, sincerely loves God. He and his family regularly attend church and they really look up to their pastor. Recently, their pastor got the fanciful notion that celebrating Christmas was wrong. I don’t know all the particulars of his delusion, but I do know that Winston’s small children no longer have Christmas. No toys, no gifts, no Christmas trees. No lights or visits to and by Santa Claus. Nothing. The sad thing is that Winston truly loves God and wants to do what he’s told is best. This is spiritual abuse. Is God really angry that little boys and girls play with gifts on Christmas morning and get excited about Santa? Yes, getting gifts might distract people from God for a short time, but don’t we have 364 other days in the year not to be distracted by gifts? Don’t we grow up all too soon to a real world?

Jesus came to set us free, not to start keeping track of how many times we attend church a week or whether we play with toys on Christmas. What part of “free” don’t churches understand? Churches pile on rules and regulations that zap people of energy. Stealing Christmas from children in the name of God the Grinch is inane.

There is a funny saying in law that relates to lawsuits: “Litigation: a machine which you go into as a pig and come out as a sausage.” Is the American church any different? You go in as an adherent and come out as a robot. You come in loving God and come out loving rules. 

I don’t mean to excoriate all churches, but it’s a realistic assessment of the situation whereby many, many churches abuse their members. Gandhi said, “I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”

Many Christians have automatic default systems in place to reject other Christians for a multitude of perceived misdeeds. If you yell “S--t!” after stubbing your bare toe, your spirituality is called into question. If you don’t regularly attend church, your “walk with God” is questioned. If you oppose pop Christian cultural ideas, people glare at you. Have a glass of alcohol and your closeness to God suffers. Never mind that wine will be served at Jesus’ first feast in heaven. If you use secular music, moods, and ideas to give you inspiration, these critics want to examine your foundation. If you have had sex outside of marriage, then your Christianity surely has disappeared. If you are gay, you have no hope. If you love this life, planet, and all that it has to offer, then you clearly are worshiping nature rather than its Creator. If you are a woman who has the audacity to think and formulate ideas, don’t even think about speaking in front of a crowd that includes men in it. 

Why can’t churches just let it be?

I once attended a small church in San Diego with a unique pastor. I actually enjoyed it. The pastor was a former adulterous, divorced cheat. And no, he didn’t commit adultery and get divorced before he was a Christian. He did these things while he was the pastor. And get this: The church didn’t fire him. They gave him a one-year sabbatical, and then asked him to come back as the lead pastor. The beautiful thing about this man was that he was truly humbled by his situation. From that day forward, his sermons had true life breathed into them. He became human as he tasted true forgiveness and acceptance. I like to meet Christians who have messed their lives up beyond measure, but have clawed their way back. I enjoyed my time at this church. Life circumstances caused us to move to a different church years later, but I still look back with affection on this church.

Church abuse has claimed countless victims. If you have felt like capitulating, don’t. Jesus actually cares about you. Get your ice scraper out and clear your spiritual windshield of all the simultaneous Christian angst, guilt, nausea, and anger that you feel when I say that Jesus actually cares about you. These negative emotions no more belong with true forgiveness, than fear, horror, and depression belong with sex. The love of Jesus is thoughtful, kind, and considerate, not judgmental. Don’t let the church convince you otherwise. 

 

H.  Fighting Back
 

Rich Mullins sang a song called “Peace,” which had a lyric that really pinpointed the nature of the real love of Jesus. It said, “But lay down your fears. Come and join this feast. He has called us here, you and me. And may peace rain down from heaven like little pieces of the sky, little keepers of the promise falling on these souls that drought has dried. In his blood and in his body, in this bread and in this wine, peace to you. The peace of Christ to you.”

Peace to you. That’s what he intended.

Don’t let the church keep you from God. God has loved and yearned for you since the day you were born. You are, and always will be, his child. Don’t fall for the lie that you don’t belong or that you don’t fit in or that you’ll never be able to come back to God. Jesus never fit in. You’ll be just fine. 

There is no quick fix for spiritual abuse. You probably will never shake all of the foul tastes it has left in your mouth. Bruce and I are amazed that the scars from church abuse remain for us all these years later. We were both determined to turn a bad situation into a good one. And we did. He is currently writing a book entitled Bible Bruises: A Daily Devotional for Recovering Fundamentalists. You can reclaim lives, just like starfish, one at a time. Start today. First, forgive your old church, pastor, or whomever it was who put these crazy thoughts and fears into your head. Yes, I know that this makes you want to vomit, but it’s for your own good. God loves all of his children—even the misguided ones. Pastors who teach that Christmas is an abomination to God are way off base, but God still loves them. Pastors who preach stupid things many times have sincere (if not misguided) hearts. Forgiveness is your way of letting them go, and simply turning your attention to God. You don’t want your children to hate each other, nor does God want us to hate one another. 

Up until now, you were probably with me in this chapter, right? You can do almost everything I said, right? That is, until I asked you to forgive your wrongdoers. Maybe your wrongdoers have done things to you that were infinitely worse than what has been discussed in this chapter. Some of those things may be unspeakable. God is not asking you to excuse their conduct—he will deal with that fully. God is simply trying to relieve you of your burden of angst and pain that these people have caused. I’ll admit, I have seen people on TV forgive people who have done horrendous things to them. Sometimes I have actually cringed hearing a parent in a courtroom say to the person who murdered his or her child, “I forgive you because God has forgiven you.” I want to throw something at the TV when I hear such imbecilities, but then it hits me: God requires forgiveness . . . for your own good.

Church abuse may have completely driven you away from church; you want absolutely nothing to do with this gang again in your lifetime. That’s fine. God doesn’t insist that you rejoin the Looney Tunes church. All I’m asking is that you reconnect with Jesus in your own way, on your own terms, and not under the roof of some dictator. You don’t need to explain or justify the new way that you love Jesus. It’s nobody’s business. The only thing that matters is that God wants you back. Go home. 






  








SEVEN

_______________
 

Church: Who Needs It?
 

A.  Thumpers
 

I’m not sure where he came from. He showed up unannounced and decided to join us for coffee. My brother-in-law Bruce and I had stopped in at Starbucks and were shooting the breeze over a cup of joe. He sat down near us and introduced himself as Alonzo. He was a tough-looking Mexican man with a shaved head and lots of tattoos. Oddly, when I went to shake his hand, he bowed Asian fashion. 

Before Alonzo arrived, Bruce and I had been sitting in those cushy Starbucks chairs, talking with another guy who described himself as half Jewish and half Christian. Alonzo sat on the fringe and waited for an opening to join the conversation. It was apparent that Alonzo was a Bible thumper. He carried a Bible in his hands and, in short order, started casually mentioning God. 

Bruce and I left the fundamentalist church long ago, but we still bear many scars. Having a brother-in-law who is a psychologist is beneficial, as I get free therapy any time the topic of fundamentalist Christianity comes up. 

As Bruce, his friend, and I discussed non-spiritual subjects, I could sense that Alonzo wanted to share the gospel with us in some fashion. I didn’t feel like being a target of his witnessing, so I told him that Bruce and I were Christians just like he. I hoped this would dampen his desire to save us. I just wanted to enjoy my coffee; I didn’t want to be preached at.

Alonzo persisted. He had been a child of the streets and had done time in prison. While incarcerated, God had revealed himself to Alonzo and had changed his life. I nodded approvingly and attempted to get back to the conversation with Bruce and the other guy. Alonzo’s only focus was the Bible, which he tightly gripped, waiting to interject scripture into our conversation. No matter what we said, Alonzo had a verse for every thing we said. I don’t particularly like such people, but God must, even if they are not my flavor, so I remained friendly to him.

Unfortunately, Bruce was not as friendly. Bruce’s youthful religious upbringing was more traumatic than mine. We both went to judgmental churches that lacked compassion, but his seemed worse. Bruce was not going to let Alonzo march in and start pressing fundamentalism, even if he was doing it with a smile on his face. Bruce proceeded to explain that in his experience as a prison psychologist, many addicts trade drug addition for Bible addiction. As if on cue, Alonzo promptly responded that he was a recovering heroine addict and that he lived in the Bible every day. The look on Bruce’s face said I-told-you-so. Bruce had made his point, but it clearly had sailed right over Alonzo’s head. I sensed mounting tension in Bruce. Poor Alonzo was getting the blowback from Bruce having been abused by the church. I jumped in and steered the conversation in a different direction. 

As we left Starbucks, Bruce was really perturbed by Alonzo’s approach. He didn’t like the fact that Alonzo had thrust his views upon him when Bruce simply wanted to enjoy a morning coffee. He had little patience for militant witnessing. Bruce was so upset after this incident that he went home and promptly wrote a song about it called, “Toxic Stew.” He then posted it on YouTube under his singing moniker, Dr. BLT. 

This entire episode disturbed me. Alonzo hadn’t been mean or hostile, but I didn’t like his approach. It reeked of the fundamentalism that I had been trying to drain out of my veins for the last 28 years. 

I have always disliked fundamentalist Christianity because it relegates human emotion to the stage of irrelevancy. Fundamentalism insists that every moral situation is black-and-white; Christians essentially are not Christians unless they have a near-perfect relationship with God at all times. Think of the first six months of a marriage and you have a good idea of how Fundamentalists expect an entire marriage to turn out. Anybody who has been married for any reasonable time knows that it is impossible to maintain the emotional level of the first six months of marriage. Fundamentalists tend to believe that, if you aren’t tail-wagging-in-love with God at all times, then you must not be a Christian. No compassion for the downtrodden, no sympathy for the weak. Rather, you must get in line and follow precisely what the Bible says. Being a fundamentalist Christian is like being one of those gray characters in the 1984 Apple McIntosh Big Brother commercials: You are lifeless; your soul seemingly stripped of an vibrancy. That’s not a life for me.

 

B.  Lies and Damned Lies
 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a Christian pastor in Germany during Hitler’s rise to power. His life was masterfully chronicled in Eric Metaxas’s book, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy. Bonhoeffer was aghast when most of the German Christian church went along with Hitler’s law, the Aryan Paragraph, which stripped the Jews of virtually all rights. The German Christian church put up no resistance to this odious law. Bonhoeffer would have none of it. He adamantly opposed any law that attempted to deprive Jews of human dignity. Bonhoeffer famously declared, “Only he who cries out for the Jews may sing Gregorian chants.” 

As Germany worsened during Hitler’s reign, Bonhoeffer realized that Christianity was not a rigid compilation of rules and regulations to follow. It was a religion for real people. Bonhoeffer comprehended that he would have to be cunning to outwit the Nazis in their attempt to destroy the Jews. He believed that protecting the Jews was the will of God, thereby embodying the highest good. In his estimation, it was perfectly okay to lie or break man-made rules and regulations to achieve this end. 

As I read Bonhoeffer’s statement about it being permissible to deceive, my fundamentalist background immediately jumped up and protested. But I was wrong (and gladly so). Bonhoeffer had surmised that Evil could not always be confronted head-on. It would be suicide for Christians to openly oppose Hitler. Such resistance would result in their executions. Tangential approaches would be necessary to defeat Evil. In Matthew 10:16, Jesus confirmed this approach. He said that we are to “be wise as serpents and gentle as doves.” 

Bonhoeffer joined the underground resistance. He did anything he could to have Hitler assassinated. On one particular occasion, Bonhoeffer was at a huge rally with a fellow Christian. The crowd started saluting Hitler with the infamous “Heil Hitler.” Bonhoeffer joined right in, saluting Hitler. Bonhoeffer’s friend was in shock to see Bonhoeffer partaking in this activity. Bonhoeffer told his friend that if they failed to salute, they would be singled out. He had concluded that it was much wiser to give a “silly salute” if it resulted in them being able to remain invisible, save Jews, and eventually assassinate Hitler. Bonhoeffer was more concerned with living a substantive life than abiding by petty rules. Adherence to foolish regulations could (and ultimately did) wreak havoc on so many. 

I was impressed with Bonhoeffer’s courage to look at God realistically. He realized that the motive behind a person’s actions is all-important. Whether one technically told the truth or lied was irrelevant. Later, when the famous Valkyrie assassination attempt on Hitler’s life failed, Hitler maniacally rounded up conspirators. He first interrogated them, then killed them when he was finished. When I read about Hitler’s attempts to get at the truth, I realized that Evil had no right to demand truth. Evil was attempting to subjugate truth, but when expedient, Evil would use truth only to bring about greater and more extensive evil. Under these circumstances, Bonhoeffer realized that to lie to Evil was not a lie at all. Evil wants nothing to do with truth and has no right to benefit from it. To Bonhoeffer, the use of any means of deception to mislead Evil was honorable. In the end, Hitler killed 4,900 perceived conspirators—one of the final ones being Bonhoeffer, whom Hitler had hanged by a thin wire to increase the pain. One of Bonhoeffer’s co-prisoners, Payne Best, described the last minutes before Bonhoeffer's execution as follows: “’Prisoner Bonhoeffer. Get ready to come with us.’ Those words 'come with us’— for all prisoners they had come to mean one thing only—the scaffold. We bade him goodbye—he drew me aside—‘This is the end,’ he said. ‘For me the beginning of life.’”

Bonhoeffer lived a life that few Christians have lived. He fully understood what it meant to actually be in relationship with Jesus, and not to be hell-bent on trying to abide by standards and guidelines. His ultimate goal was to please God, not man. 

Bonhoeffer’s willingness to “lie” falls in hand with what Rahab did in the Bible when she lied to hide Israeli spies and was later considered to be a hero for her actions. Not only were Rahab’s lies condoned, James 2:25 declared Rahab’s actions to be “considered righteous.” It’s right there in black and white: the Bible applauded a woman who had lied. How could that be? 1 Samuel 16:7 declares that “ . . . God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.” In short, God looked at her motive, not her actions. Bonhoeffer had the same viewpoint. 

 

C.  Rules Above All
 

And that’s the rub against fundamentalism. It is flawed as it insists on mindless adherence to rules irrespective of the net effect their outcome will have. God is more concerned with the intent of a person’s heart, not whether that person rigidly followed the law. Jesus was a lawbreaker; he freely performed work on the Sabbath—a perceived sin. Bonhoeffer and Rahab both realized that the greatest good was to protect endangered people, not to follow a mechanical set of rules. 

God is life. He created life and considers its preservation to be of the highest order. Would it not be a strange thing to forgo the saving of life so that a much more minor issue could be preserved? What Bonhoeffer did was no different from a man who breaks the speed limit on the way to the hospital with his ailing mother. Unfortunately, fundamentalism cannot get past the rigid rules. Take a fundamentalist driving a van full of Jews through a Nazi checkpoint. He would affirmatively respond that he was carrying Jews if the inquiry arose. To him, it would be a lie to respond deceitfully to the guard. However, as Bonhoeffer, Rahab, and God have pointed out, the heart is what matters. Even if the pursuit of the end may require the breaking of rules. 

I spent several days after the Starbucks incident thinking about Alonzo. Why was I so upset by a guy who was genuinely friendly? It finally struck me that I was grieved by Alonzo’s lack of humanity. He wasn’t human. He was a robot. He was too afraid to live. If he stepped outside the boundaries of deep, daily Bible devotionals and random witnessing, he feared being considered an apostate. That is where fundamentalism runs off the rails: it has a Pharisaical list of rules that its followers must adhere to; otherwise, they face rejection by the church. The odd thing is that, having been a fundamentalist myself for many years, the adherents represent themselves as being the freest people on earth. In fact, they are completely the opposite. I couldn’t stomach such self-deception, so I left the fundamentalist church long ago.

 

D.  Have Churches Forgotten About God?
 

Where does the veneer found in many churches come from? Jesus exhorted us to care for the sick, lowly in heart, and wounded. So why is it that many churches kick them in the ribs? Yes, I realize that there are plenty of good people in churches, and there certainly are many good pastors. However, there is no shortage of pastors and congregants who can reach out to starving Ethiopians, but will not countenance doubting believers.

Leaving any church is not tantamount to leaving God, although church elders would have you believe it. Leaving no more lessens your relationship with God than leaving a bakery makes you less likely to consume baked goods. On the other hand, staying in a place that causes you nothing but angst and grief is like dutifully eating something you detest, like egg plant and broccoli. You might hope that its nutritional value will one day win over your tongue. But for you it is a bad situation that you should avoid. 

Leaving or joining a church has no effect on your relationship with God. You belong to God whether you leave a church, join a church, or just chuck the entire church process. Churches will do everything in their power to convince you that you cannot attain heaven if you leave their fold. This is nonsense. You don’t need any church to be close to God. As Soren Kierkegaard so poignantly put it, “Christendom has done away with Christianity without being quite aware of it.”

 

E.  Straight Ahead to Heaven; Must You Pass “Go”?
 

You don’t need a church to confirm your Christianity. Why do we accept the notion that the pathway to heaven must pass through the pews of a church? I have never once read a Biblical verse that even remotely suggested that heaven could only be reached by attending church. Granted, one passing reference in the New Testament mentions Christians not “forsaking to join together,” but this needn’t imply a formal association. Otherwise, there are no other references in the Bible about coming together for church. If weekly attendance and involvement in a church was so incredibly important, don’t you think that God would have emphasized this topic in the Bible? 

In the 2012 Republican primaries, Mitt Romney and Newt Gingrich were locked in a battle for the Republican presidential nomination. During several debates, Gingrich invoked the name of Ronald Reagan to make himself more appealing to Republicans. During these debates, Gingrich spoke as if he and Ronald Reagan had spent a lot of personal time together and had crafted many important pieces of legislation. These spurious claims were anathema to Romney. During one particular debate Romney mentioned that he had read Ronald Reagan’s autobiography: Reagan had mentioned Gingrich only once in the book—in a passage where Reagan criticized Gingrich for proposing a crazy idea. That was it. The close relationship of course did not exist. If it had, there would have been more than a passing reference to Gingrich in Reagan’s autobiography. The claim that church attendance is so utterly important to your salvation is similarly missing from the Bible. The absence of any mandate for church attendance in the Bible should tell you all you need to know.

 

F.  The Church’s Battles Needn’t Be Yours
 

If you find the church environment to be toxic, leave it; you are not leaving God. You will be substantially upgrading your relationship with God. Fundamentalists have virtually brainwashed people into believing that if they leave their church, they have left the faith. Hogwash. If fundamentalism is the apex of Christianity, then something has gone seriously awry along the way. I recently read a book about John Adams, the second president of the United States. Before the Revolution, Adams deplored British attempts to control Americans by taxing them outrageously to fund Britain’s overseas wars. Britain’s foreign bellicosity was of absolutely no concern to Americans. They felt that they should not have to fund Britain’s wars. America was nothing more than Britain’s cash cow. Britain did not represent the interests of America, so we finally rose up and threw the redcoats back across the pond. 

Your church is no different than Britain in the 1700s. It no more represents your interests before God than Britain represented American’s interests when taxing us to death. Last I checked, the Bible says that there is only one mediator between God and man: Jesus Christ. Notably, God did not include a footnote to this verse that could be construed as suggesting that the church could fill this role. 

What you need is a relationship with Jesus Christ, not a relationship with a church. Have you ever been in a situation where you were out with a large group of people and you had a crush on one particular person in the group? When that would happen, wasn’t it your desire to ditch the group and to go off alone with your crush? Leaving an abusive church to be with Jesus is similar; you are simply distancing yourself from a group so that you can form a stronger relationship with an individual.

The hardest thing for any victim of church abuse to overcome is separating God from the church. The church has left such a bad taste in the mouths of so many people that they no longer want anything to do with the church or God. That is the wrong tack to take; God is not to blame. If you have gone down that path, you have mislead yourself. Becoming “undeceived” doesn’t mean returning to a church to be turned back into a robot. Rather, it means that you need to start living in God. Living in God is truly a wonderful experience. 

So how do you coexist in a world with a church that does not approve of your relationship with God? Romans 12:18 hit the nail on the head when Paul said, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” Notice that Paul said if it is possible. In other words, Paul knew that not everybody on this earth would tend to like each other. You can be cordial to people, but you are not required to join their group. In the end, your relationship with God is what matters. Don’t let old memories of your repressive church upbringing keep you away from God. Avoid the old church that left such a bad taste in your mouth. But get back to God. That’s where true happiness lies. 
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If Einstein Couldn’t Figure it Out, How Will You?
 

A.  E May Equal MC², But God Equals . . . 
 

I recently watched a two-hour special on the life of Albert Einstein. Ten scientists and Einstein biographers from around the world relayed facts and events from his life. It fascinated me to hear such brilliant people speaking about Einstein’s genius with such respect and awe. These people probably rarely, if ever, encounter someone as brilliant as themselves. It must be hard to be humble when you are in a room full of people and you know that you are the most intelligent person in the room. That only happens to me when my family leaves me alone to clean the bird cage. On this occasion, however, these scientists had dropped all pretenses and recited incidents of Einstein’s life with the glee of children.

For all of his genius, Einstein could not unlock the mysteries of God. He said, “I don't try to imagine a God; it suffices to stand in awe of the structure of the world, insofar as it allows our inadequate senses to appreciate it.” In simple English, Einstein had no clue about the origin of God. I have spent years of my Christian life having faith drained out of me in my search to comprehend God’s existence. This nagging question feels like a Ping-Pong ball bouncing around inside my head. The reality is that if Einstein could not figure out this mystery, then how in the world could I possibly do it? Entrance into heaven has nothing to do with our comprehension of God; nonetheless, Christians and non-Christians who have attempted to answer this question have always failed. 

 

B.  Zizzles & Troughs
 

My brother Randall was, for lack of a better term, a sweet kid. He loved hanging around his older brothers. In my late teens, 14-year-old Randall always wanted to tag along and say and do the things his older brothers did. One day, I realized he would say and do anything I did, just so long as I acted as if it were cool. I enlisted my best friend Paul to help me out with an experiment. I came up with the bright (and cruel) idea that Paul and I would just make up words out of whole cloth and act like they meant something, to see if Randall would start using the same verbiage. For the next few days, we would use baloney words; Randall would start incorporating them into his vocabulary. For example, if I saw something really neat, I would say, “Wow, that’s trough.” Now, we all know that troughs are what horses eat out of; however, if I used the right tone of voice to make “trough” seem to mean “neat,” Randall would adopt this meaning. In no time, when Randall saw something interesting, he would say, “Wow, that’s trough.” 

We came up with many other words, some of which were not even found in the English language (“Randall, that guy was completely zizzled when I said that.” 

“What does zizzled mean?” 

“Dude, you don’t know what zizzled means? It means that you are a reject.”). 

This cruel experiment continued for several days, with Randall loading up his vocabulary with nonsensical terms and using them precisely in the manner that we had taught him. Ultimately, we broke the story that the joke was on him; that we had just made up those words. 

When it comes to the origin of God, theories from theologians, scientists, and many other brilliant people abound. As we peruse them, we slowly nod our heads, thinking that the Answer is now within our grasp. One sage states that “God exists outside of time and, therefore, is unaffected by it.” Another says, “the laws of causation do not apply to God.” Whatever these profundities may mean. In yet other circles, we are bathed in string theory, quantum physics, or a host of other scientific theories to explain the universe’s origin. However, all of these people are really just trying to get us to absorb the scientific equivalents of “trough” and “zizzled.” I have never heard anybody come up with any plausible explanation for how God or the universe sprang forward out of nothing. 

 

C.  Chills and Numbers
 

How do you explain the unexplainable?

My seven-year-old daughter, Hannah, recently earnestly inquired of me, “If God made everybody, who made God?” This chapter is an attempt to answer that question, seeing that “God has always existed” did not make sense to my daughter. This young lass is in for a long life of mental gymnastics. 

One of my favorite shows on cable is a series called Stan Lee’s Superhumans. Stan is the man who invented Spider-Man, The Fantastic Four, and The Incredible Hulk. Stan looks to be in his eighties, but exudes the spirit and zeal of youth. On this show, Stan tracks down people who have superhuman qualities.

In one episode, Stan’s crew interviewed a man in Sweden who was unaffected by cold weather. When the man was a teenager, he crashed his bike into a nearly-frozen pond and remained under the freezing water for about a half hour. For reasons unexplained, once the locals fished him out of the lake and revived him, he developed a permanent tolerance to cold. He showed no long term ill-health effects after being under water for 30 minutes. Thereafter, the guy felt a compelling need to swim in nearly frozen rivers in the dead of Swedish winters. He did so on a daily basis without adverse consequence. Passers-by in thick coats did a double take when they saw this apparent nut swimming in ice-cold rivers. The show concluded with Stan testing the limits of this Swede’s ability to withstand cold. The guy decided to run a marathon near the North Pole...in his bare feet! (Of course, he was the only participant in the race). It was amazing to see him cruising along in his bare feet, on snow, as if he were running through a field of grass in the spring. Amazingly, he pulled it off with nothing but some temporary injuries to his feet that later healed.

In a separate episode, Stan tracked down a man who called himself the Human Computer. The part of Mr. Human Computer’s brain used to compute math has migrated somehow to a different hemisphere of his brain. He computes math near the area of the brain used to perform tasks without thinking, like breathing or blinking your eyes. As a result, this man can compute virtually any mathematical problem. Instantaneously. And, no, he wasn’t autistic like Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man.
At one point in the show, Mr. Human Computer traveled to San Diego State University’s math department to challenge the math students and professor to a race. Can they and their calculators come up with answers to mathematical equations quicker than he can compute them mentally? The professor was skeptical, as Mr. Human Computer neither looks nor sounds like a math nerd. Rather, he seems like an average guy who plays softball two nights a week. 

Nonetheless, five students with calculators ready themselves and the professor starts throwing out math problems. The first are relatively easy. Mr. Human Computer comes up with the answers before the students even finish typing in the questions. The professor was incredulous. The problems increased in difficulty, with correct answers that were soon ten or twenty numbers long. The longer and harder a problem became, however, the quicker Mr. Human Computer spit out the answer. Mr. Human Computer presented a complex answer the millisecond after the professor finished giving the problem. At the conclusion, everybody was in awe of his capabilities.

For all of his mathematical brilliance, however, Mr. Human Computer reached a limit. He could not answer how long God had been in existence. Now, he wasn’t actually asked that precise question. If he had been, he would have undoubtedly responded with an incomprehensible stare akin to that of the San Diego State students he whipped in the math race. Even Mr. Human Computer hasn’t the foggiest idea what eternity times eternity equals. Nonetheless, my daughter Hannah and you rack your brains trying to pick up where Einstein and Mr. Human Computer left off, scratching your heads in frustration.

 

D.  The Chicken-or-the-Egg-First Conundrum
 

The point is that we will never have a satisfactory answer to this question. If God has always existed, then what would be the answer to the question? Simply that God has always existed. That’s akin to being told that a circle ends at the point where it begins. But why does this potential answer offend us? We humans do not like to be told that something is beyond our ability to comprehend. Don’t fall into the equal, if not greater, deception that the universe has always existed. Einstein’s theory of relativity slammed that door shut. From a scientific standpoint, the universe had a beginning. Matter is not infinite. It came into existence close to 13.75 billion years ago. Virtually every scientist in the world will agree. So we're left with yet another daunting question: “Where did matter to form the universe come from?” If you are an atheist or agnostic, this question should trouble you, as the answer to this question is equal to “Where did God come from?” It’s a false comfort to lean on evolution as an escape hatch when you have no scientific explanation for the origin of matter. We can talk all we want about how cells joined together, built up a lot of energy, and then exploded into the universe, which eventually produced evolution. But that answers nothing. That's like explaining that a skyscraper came into being because concrete, wood, and materials were shaped to form it. But where did the concrete, wood, and materials came from? 

Many who do not believe in God cannot fathom a being that has existed for eternity. However, these same people have no problem accepting the notion that matter has existed--in one form or another--for eternity. It doesn't make a difference if the original matter were nothing more than a speck of dirt. The existence of dirt is just as remarkable as the presence of God. Both would of necessity be self-existent and, as such, would be equally incomprehensible.

 

E.  (Cat) Food for Thought
 

Note that nothing in the Bible suggests that you must comprehend God before you can make it to heaven. If this were the case, then passage to heaven would be based upon IQ. There’s nothing wrong with intelligence, but not even Einstein could come close to unlocking the mysteries of God. Yet, for some reason, you feel that this burden has fallen upon you. If God wanted you to unlock this mystery, he would have given you a brain the size of Jupiter. It is beyond your ability.

I saw a movie called District 9. An alien space ship breaks down in the atmosphere over Australia. It hovers in the air for weeks, doing nothing. Finally, the Aussies send up a crew to see what the blarney these confounded aliens are doing. Turns out, the aliens were lost and scared. The Aussies brought the aliens down to earth and assimilated them. These were not the stereotypical cerebral, Close Encounters-type aliens. They were somewhat intelligent, but had the social graces of an animal. Unfortunately, the aliens were a little too wild for the tastes of humans, so the Aussies moved all of the aliens out of the residential areas into their own ghettos on the edge of town. The aliens were prone to violence, but understood and spoke some English. The Aussies had police patrol the area to try to keep order. Whenever a police officer wanted an alien to do something, he would offer him a can of cat food. The aliens went absolutely bonkers over cat food. If an officer held up cat food, the alien would become obsessed with getting it. 

Trying to figure out where God came from has become “cat food” to many. It is an outright obsession that is not healthy. Scientists do the same thing; only their cat food is a desire to explain the origins of the first grain of matter. Both groups are on a hopeless road. There is no “top secret” file in the universe that will solve any of these mysteries. None.

 

F.  Perpetual Cells? 
 

The origin of God and the universe are only a few of the prickly mysteries that are unknowable. There are other mysteries than can create doubt if you let yourself go down that path. One such mystery is your own body. We know that our bodies produce, reproduce, and keep reproducing cells. However, our bodies can only live so long. Eventually our bodies just die. So, how do the offspring of our bodies outlive our bodies? If I take a two-by-four from one building and place it into another building, the life of that two-by-four is not extended. Yet that's what happens when we have children How do our children outlast us when they are made of the same material as we? Better yet, how does this cycle keep extending itself? How can a being that lives to be an average of 75 to 80 years old, lay down lineage that can go on for potentially a few million years? There must be something beyond our physical makeup that mandates this perpetuity; otherwise, the current humans would have been produced from cells that began possibly millions of years ago. That being the case, wouldn’t you expect the current humans to be deficient, weakened, and poor copies of the original brood? It's like photocopying a picture a few million times--by the two-millionth copy, the picture would look nothing like the original. 

Evolutionists claim this is due to the principle of survival of the fittest. But aren’t they just using the word zizzle to make it sound like they know what they're talking about? The laws of entropy show that things break down as time passes on; the complete opposite of what evolution teaches. So, we have a situation where science cannot explain why people get stronger over time, since the laws of entropy show that this is scientifically not possible. The irony is that evolution has to go outside of science to claim that “survival of the fittest” is the perfect explanation for this quandary. The fact of the matter is that a deteriorating universe cannot produce subjects that are greater than itself. It’s scientifically impossible. As such, we are faced with a situation where humans are physically in a better state now than they were two million years ago, with no scientific explanation for it. Old cars don’t become newer by placing their parts into other cars. A banana or orange would not be fresher two million years after it was grown. There is no physical law in the universe that explains how this could occur. This could not physically be possible but for the intervention of some external force. Only a God could take a cell that only has a shelf life of 80 years, and allow it to continue in perpetuity. 

As a young Christian, I churned these mysterious in my mind. I racked my brain day and night trying to figure how the heck God could possibly be true. I couldn't comprehend God speaking and planets coming into existence (still can’t). In case you haven’t noticed, planets are fairly large objects, while our sun is incomprehensibly bigger; the Milk Way is slightly bigger; and it grows from there. At some point, we start talking about stars being close to each other if they are “only” a few million light years apart. You cannot help but feel that it is a pipe dream to suggest God made this entire mess--it's downright silly. However, just as soon as you start thinking that God is a ridiculous concept, you suddenly run into the problem that Einstein smacked head first into when he uncovered the theory of relativity. Einstein’s discovery produced an uncomfortable side effect for him. His theory helped establish that the amount of matter within the universe is finite. The teleological effect of such a finding was that Einstein suddenly realized that if matter had a point of origin, then some being or entity had to create that matter out of nothing. In short, if any atheist were entirely honest, he or she would find absolutely no comfort in the theory of evolution. Does the theory of God creating the universe seem any sillier than the theory that the universe created itself and then spurred evolution? The stories proffered by both Christianity and evolution are equally unbelievable to the human mind.

Sir Isaac Newton, perhaps the only human on the same intelligence scale as Einstein, said, “This most beautiful system [the universe] could only proceed from the dominion of an intelligent and powerful being.” If one of probably the two smartest men who ever lived conclusively believed that God must have created the universe, who are we to suggest otherwise?

 

G.  A Clock Without a Clockmaker?
 

Einstein opposed the idea of a personal God; however, even he recognized that something existed in the background of the universe. Einstein said, “I see a pattern, but my imagination cannot picture the maker of that pattern. I see a clock, but I cannot envision the clockmaker. The human mind is unable to conceive of the four dimensions, so how can it conceive of a God, before whom a thousand years and a thousand dimensions are as one?” 

I once read this quote that someone posted on an Internet website: “A God who could be comprehended wouldn’t be much of a God at all.”

We are sitting in a universe filled with fantastic wonders. If all of the geniuses of the past couldn’t figure out how all of this came to be, how can you? So where does that place us? Do we just blindly believe? Hardly. The evidence in the universe strongly suggests that a Supreme Being is behind this whole affair. Einstein aptly noted, “Every one who is seriously involved in the pursuit of science becomes convinced that a spirit is manifest in the laws of the Universe-a spirit vastly superior to that of man, and one in the face of which we with our modest powers must feel humble.” In short, God has granted us the luxury of comprehending small parts of what he has done, but He will not give us full knowledge. No more than He would install his entire mind into your head. 

There is nothing intellectually dishonest about this approach. By believing in God, you don’t suddenly believe that sour is sweet, short is tall, and intelligence is stupidity. What is so idiotic about believing that intelligent things are typically made by an intelligent being? To the contrary, you merely acknowledge that something more fantastic and brilliant than you is behind the scenes. God is awesome and incomprehensible. His universe leaves us speechless. Its not wrong to doubt how this happened. How could we not doubt, seeing that this universe is beyond our comprehension? That’s only being human. Yet, God is willing to accept us in spite of our doubts. Stop believing that your failure to comprehend means that you lack faith. Intelligence and faith merge when we realize that God made this place, and that he’s willing to accept us, doubts and all. 
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Pssst . . . Has Anyone Seen God?
 

A.  Infiniti v. Bigfoot
 

The Infiniti Car Company came onto the scene in the United States in 1989. It was Nissan’s high-end auto division, its answer to Toyota’s Lexus and Honda’s Acura. Their first car to hit America was the luxury sedan Infiniti Q45; a specimen of quality craftsmanship. Infiniti’s premiere television commercial showed the car driving around town, turning corners, driving through puddles, and finally breaking through a wall of steam. The commercial had been shot in a way that made the car mysterious; you never quite got a clear view of the car. Just a glimpse here and there. It was a deliberate tease. 

Unfortunately, the commercial was a flop. After seeing the commercial, critics had only had one question: What did the car look like? Infiniti had been so creative in teasing the audience with this beautiful, out-of-reach car that it had forgotten to actually show the goods.

Has God done the same thing? We see hints of him everywhere, but he seems to be beyond our ability to grasp him.

As a youngster, I was mesmerized by Bigfoot. I watched every show on TV that dealt with the subject. Of course there were signs and traces of Bigfoot, but you never saw him. Did he actually exist? I was equal parts thrilled and terrified by Bigfoot. At the height of my Bigfoot obsession, I went camping in the mountains with my dad and siblings. We stayed in a safe, sturdy cabin; however, when night fell, I was terrified that Bigfoot would break in. I both loved and hated Bigfoot. My main issue with Bigfoot, though, was whether he existed. To this end, I remember one summer eagerly going to the movies to watch a documentary that tackled whether Bigfoot, the Loch Ness Monster, and the Abominable Snowman were real. I was thirteen years old. My mom would drop me off at the theater; I would stay and watch the movie several times. This was my norm. (In fact, I regularly spent Saturdays watching Grease over and over because I was such a huge fan of the movie. I also had a huge crush on Olivia Newton-John. Ironically, I married a woman named Olivia). But, this Bigfoot showing had me on the edge of my seat. Interviewers talked with witnesses who claimed to have actually seen Bigfoot. 

The evidence didn't stop there: There were plaster casts of footprints, presumably of Bigfoot, which had been found in the woods. However, the crown jewel piece of “evidence” was grainy video footage of Bigfoot that a guy had shot while riding on his horse. In the scene, Bigfoot walked into the clearing, the guy’s horse went crazy, rearing up on its back legs. This amazing cowboy was somehow able to simultaneously control this wild horse and shoot movie footage. The film had a Zapruder-like quality: a blurred, indistinct image of Bigfoot entering the clearing, looking toward the camera, then walking back into the forest. The scene lasted about ten seconds.

This footage mesmerized me. My mind ran riot with mysteries of Bigfoot and I wanted to see more. Over 35 years later, unfortunately, no other cowboys on horses have been able to meet up with Bigfoot. My craving to get a good peak at Bigfoot has gone unfulfilled (other than the time he showed up in Harry and the Hendersons. But I think that Bigfoot was a fake). 

In a way, God is a lot like Bigfoot or the car in the Infiniti commercial. We are teased with his presence. We see beautiful things in nature, or have thoughts of love, and attribute it all to God. In my soul, I sense that God must be true--but another part of me has doubts. I want tangible proof right in front of my eyes. Like a clear shot of Bigfoot or a good look at the Infinity. With so much at stake, it seems like God would have given us something more to prove his existence; we don’t even have wispy video or film.

 

B.  Putting Out an APB for God - - Come In!
 

I spend a great deal of my waking hours hoping that I find favor in God’s eyes. Yet I wonder if he even exists. Isn’t it weird that we find ourselves sitting on this perfectly calibrated earth--with our thinking brains--and can’t physically find the entity who put it all here in the first place? I believe in God, but have always wondered why God has allowed the show to go on while he sits backstage. Can’t we get at least an occasional cameo appearance?

Nobody in the last two thousand years has seen God or Jesus on earth; nobody has interviewed either of them. Whenever I pray, I encounter only silence. It has always struck me as odd that the most important issue in the entire universe has largely been presented in a vastly understated or incomprehensible way.

We find this nebulous character of God in other areas. Reflect on the Bible. The gospels give us the story of Jesus; however, they barely scratch the surface of who Jesus was. Yes, the message of salvation was presented, but we still don’t know a whole lot about Jesus himself. Even John the Baptist, at the end of his life, asked Jesus if he was the Messiah. 

The Bible even teases us, saying that there were many things Jesus did that were not recorded. John 21:25 says, “And there were also many other things that Jesus did, which if they were written one by one, I suppose that even the whole world itself could not contain the books that would be written.” If there was enough material to fill every book in the world, then why did John stop at twenty-one chapters? And where was Jesus all of those years before his early 30s? The wise men paid homage to him at birth. Why didn’t they follow up? 

What about those who walked with Jesus after the resurrection on the road to Emmaus, unaware of the identity of he with whom they traveled? At one point, Jesus gives them a discourse on the Bible, explaining all the verses that related to the Messiah. In Luke 24:27, it says, “And beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.” What were these verses, these things? Yes, many of them are fairly obvious, but why didn’t Luke expound on everything Jesus told these disciples? 

I realize that God’s presence has been pulled back because the world has sinned. However, it seems like he would make his existence more obvious since belief in him is necessary for passage thru the remainder of eternity. Its understandable that God can’t sit on his throne in plain sight for all the world to see, as sinful man cannot look upon a sinless God. But why does he seem so, for lack of a better term, invisible? Our prayers are never answered out loud; we never receive physical touch or comfort in time of need. An occasional prayer is answered; the bulk are not. Why?

 

C.  A Real-Life Message
 

God’s Infiniti Q45-like existence can cause us to lose faith. However, as I pondered God’s peek-a-boo way of showing us his existence, it struck me that the subtle delivery of Luke’s narration attested to its authenticity. If the Bible were a work of fiction, the story of Jesus would have been much more embellished.

Let’s talk about the resurrection. In many ways, it is a plebeian account about the most important event in history. If the resurrection had been invented years later, we would expect considerable decoration. However, we find the opposite: Many of Jesus’ friends don’t believe he’s alive until they see him with their own eyes. Worse, Thomas sees him and still doesn’t believe, not until he touches Jesus’ wounds.

These post-resurrection reactions are true-to-life. We find no element of fairy tale to them. You might say, “Rising from the dead is fairy tale-ish.” Correct, but only if Jesus did not rise from the dead. If he really did, any potential mystical qualities evaporate. We will never be able to prove that Jesus rose from the dead any more than we can “prove” that Julius Caesar existed. But the subsequent conduct of the adherents of each man attests to the fact that both did. With Jesus, how else do you explain Peter denying him a few days previous, and then later giving up his life for him? Skeptics repeatedly go back to this notion that people two thousand years ago were naive and credulous. Where do we get this notion that people were dummies two thousand years ago? These were the times of Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates. Hardly mental midgets. The general populace two millennia ago may have lacked cars and Smartphones, but they weren't hayseeds. My great grandparents were illiterate when they got off the boat from Ireland, as were the majority of travelers with them in that era. But not all were gawking rubes. Occasionally they were conned, but not frequently. And not twice. Nothing from history shows the populace from Jesus’ time to have been any different. 

The authenticity of the Resurrection doesn’t stop there. Another attribute that has the ring of reality: Jesus approached his followers without hoopla. On the road to Emmaus after his crucifixion, he casually discussed with two fellow travelers scripture that foretold his coming, without disclosing to these men that he was the resurrected Christ. No shouting, no braggadocio, no bolts of lighting from heaven no glowing halos around his head. Nothing like that. Just walking and talking. Isn’t that how real life works? When you marry, your spouse puts on her wedding dress and walks down the aisle in relative stunning splendor. The musicians usually play a lovely tune. Relatives cry. You cross your fingers that your bride doesn’t wise up before it is too late! In reality, it is a grand and memorable display of love. This idyllic scene is only a fleeting snapshot of life. Six weeks later you do not expect that every time your bride walks into the room, she does so in wedding finery. In the life after the wedding, love flows in a gentle, toned-down manner, and that is precisely how Jesus behaved post-resurrection. Not once did he fire up the glow power and prove to his followers that he was the Real Deal. Why not? Possibly because true relationships are crafted out of quality time together, not by glitz and glamour and glowing lights. 

If the resurrection had been a work of fiction, Jesus’ post-Resurrection conduct would have been painted grander. Its writers would have painted his conduct post-resurrection on a much broader canvas. Why not toss in some new miracles, just to spruce it up to make it look more compelling? You could have Jesus turning some Pharisees into toads, giving Herod leprosy, and calling down lightning on some of his tormentors. Remember, some of the New Testament texts were written almost one hundred years after the incident. Who would have been able to dispute a bit of poetic license about a 100-year old event? Even today, we can hardly prove one-hundred-year-old happenings. For instance, who invented baseball? Nobody knows. Baseball in the twentieth century was accorded near-religious status and the embodiment of the American spirit. Presidents had always thrown out the ball at big games. The game came into being in the 1800s. Not that long ago. Yet, nobody knows who invented it. Folklore suggests that Abner Doubleday, a union general in the Civil War, was the father of the great game, but that has shown to be an urban myth. Modern-day man can not determine the founder of the national pastime only one century previous. Folks in the A.D. 100s surely could not have disproved post-resurrection exaggerations about Jesus. The writers of the Bible could have embellished to their hearts’ content and never been called to task.

The stories about Jesus post-resurrection have little glitz and glamour. In other words, they appear to tell what truly happened. There's nothing fictional about how Jesus interacts with people. Jesus’ conduct after the resurrection is no different than it is today. He is gentle in his approach to people and desires to win them by love; not by glamour and overdone effects. Post-resurrection, he's human--right down to eating fish on the beach with a few of his friends.

 

D.  Love Comes From the Heart, Not the Eyes
 

What matters most to people is what they feel internally. From a young age, we daydream about love. My seven-year–old daughter, Hannah, is always caught up in a cloud of love, dreaming about her “boyfriend” Lucas. Lucas, Lucas, Lucas. She dreams about him more when she is outside his presence than when they are together. We are no different. Soldiers at war dream of their loved ones back home. You sit at your desk, daydreaming about your new love. Mothers and fathers dream about their children who live on the opposite coast. Love exists in your heart; it's not tangible. God communicates his love directly to our hearts. If we had love all around us, but not in our hearts, it would be worthless. God’s message has not been delivered to us directly. He has wired it in our hearts. I cannot see God, but I sense that he exists. 

Jesus’ approach to life shows how God intended his love to be presented. When God came to earth in the form of Jesus, he maintained his love-first, no fireworks approach. Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection were low-key by today’s standards. There's probably a good reason for that. Seeing how religious groups worship the Shroud of Turin and claim to have pieces of Jesus’ cross, it's a good thing Jesus wasn't resurrected in the twenty-first century. Could you imagine the idolatry people would have given to everything Jesus touched and owned? People would have made a fortune selling these items on eBay. As for the video footage of Jesus, it, too, would have been worshiped. Maybe God knew what he was doing having Jesus visit earth in a time devoid of mass media. With this backdrop in mind, is it not somewhat humorous that someone who grew up without media is the most famous person in the history of the world? His message may not have been presented on a Jumbotron or the Internet. Nonetheless, it is an enduring message that will not go away. God’s message was not understated; its substance was important; not the stage on which it was delivered.God is not nearly as invisible as we think. While it appears that the message of God was procedurally delivered in an understated way, the substance of that message in our hearts is unmistakable. God clearly has installed his message into us as human computers. We cannot remove this program, no matter how many different ways we try to do so. 

A few of you may argue that there are some “human computers” who are devoid of this “God program.” What about Hitler? Stalin? Idi Amin? There is a point where God does, in fact, turn off this program. Romans 1:28 declares, “Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done.” 

 

E.  Jesus and Kung Fu
 

Jesus’ name is every where these days. My wife recently went through a phase of liking kung fu movies (No, she wasn’t pregnant). She is not the least bit athletic, yet kung fu suddenly became the hot topic of choice. This from a woman who can’t get enough of Jane Austen books and movies. Recently, I found her watching Bruce Lee in Enter the Dragon. Since then, she has progressed. We recently watched two Chinese kung fu movies about a guy named Ip Man. He was a soft-spoken, gentle kung fu master who, when push-came-to-shove, could manhandle any bad guy who got in his way. Just the other night, she turned on a hardcore kung fu movie about some gangsters from Korea. They were doing kung fu-like things to innocent people, including small children. In a plot twist that we didn’t see coming, a gentle, soulful (but lethal) kung fu master saved a little girl from these evil gangsters.

Almost all of these kung fu movies are foreign made, so you have to read subtitles while the plot unfolds. I was never much on foreign-movies, so I have been amazed that I am able to watch and read subtext at the same time. During this particular Korean movie, one of the gangsters made a derogatory comment about Jesus. Jesus. Jesus is everywhere these days. A substantial portion of people today have heard of Jesus. 

 

F.  Those Darned Pygmies
 

You might think that God’s modest approach may work in America, but what about Pygmies from three hundred years ago? They had never heard of Jesus; they had no televisions, radio, or contact with the outside world. How did they hear about God? How could they be held responsible for not believing in Jesus if they had never heard of him? Luke 12:47-48 mentions that people who are unaware of God will be held to a lower standard. It’s apparent that awareness of God is a prerequisite to being held responsible for breaking his rules. 

Do you find it odd that God made people in far-flung places who never were told about God? Why do you think this way? God makes butterflies who seem to have no point in existence than to flutter from one flower to the next, apparently unaware of God’s existence. God makes some creatures for beauty and enjoyment, and others to be held responsible. 

God did not rent out Times Square to show himself to the world. He is not after attention. He is after you. He chose to be subtle in the manner in which he showed you his love. However, there is no doubt that he loves you. He has never understated that fact. 






  








TEN

_______________
 

Lessons From Route 66
 

A.  Route 66
 

I grew up in Los Angeles. Each summer, my mom would pack up the car (which seated only four adults) to drive me and my five siblings to visit our grandparents in St. Louis. Thankfully, she ignored our pleas to bring the family dog, Fatguy. We had only 4/50 air conditioning: roll down all 4 windows and go 50 miles an hour! We usually crossed the desert during the hottest time of the summer. It was a recipe for disaster.

The journey took only three days, but it felt like forever. We antagonized each other the entire trip. It’s amazing we ever made it in three days– Mom constantly threatened to pull over and spank someone. But rather than pull over, she would reach into the back seat trying to spank the culprit. The intended recipient would bob and weave frantically to avoid mom’s flailing hand. The rest of us crossed fingers to help mom stay on the road. 

In those days, I-40 had not yet been completed, so we traveled to St. Louis on the famed Route 66. Every truck in the known universe coming from the east traveled to Los Angeles on this tiny, critical Chicago-to- Los Angeles connector. Each truck heading west created a sucking vacuum as it roared past. Had we wanted to risk becoming instantly one-armed, we could have reached out and touched any such behemoth. My mother undertook the task of disciplining us, as 18-wheel death machines sped by within inches of our car. This behavior came from the same lady who today worries that if I don’t cut my kids’ hot dogs into microscopically tiny pieces, they might be in danger of choking.

The biggest agitator on these trips was my sister Ellen. The third oldest, she was 10-years-old when these summer pilgrimages first began. She was the only girl amidst five brothers. We enjoyed antagonizing her and passing gas for eighteen hundred miles each way. But she was tougher than all of us. Often she resorted to guile to make up an age difference. For example, she might wait until you drifted off to sleep to knock you upside the head with a shoe to let you know not to mess with her. My mom could semi-control my four brothers and me on those long summer hauls. She was clueless as to Ellen. Mom tried every trick in the book to settle Ellen's wild streak, but nothing worked. 

One particular summer when Ellen was thirteen, as we crossed the Mojave Desert on our way home, my mom resorted to a drastic approach in desperation. Ellen had been a font of misery for everybody in the car. In a moment of complete despair, my mother yelled out, “Ellen, when I get home, I’m putting you up for adoption!” Wow! Did that get everyone’s attention. I cocked my head to the side, like when a dog hears a peculiar noise. My twelve-year-old mind had never heard anything more shocking. But I thought it a brilliant solution. As I reminisce over thirty years later, that statement continues to awe me, though it is a fond memory. 

As soon as my mom uttered that unforgettable announcement, she realized the enormity of what she had said. Too caught up in what I felt to be the perfect solution, I didn't realize my mom felt incredibly guilty for having said such a thing. To make matters unknowingly worse, I spent the next hour tugging on my mom’s sleeve every ten minutes, in complete earnestness, urging, “Remember, when we get home, you’re going to put Ellen up for adoption.”

I never asked Ellen the effect that statement had upon her. None of us ever really believed my mom would put our sister up for adoption (though it didn’t hurt to hope). Any adverse effects it might have had on Ellen were likely short-lived. She didn’t seem to take it seriously. Twenty miles later, she resumed her role as chief offender.

If my mom had actually followed through on her threat, it would have been cruel beyond measure. If, the day after coming home from our trip, my mom had called Child Protective Services to the house and asked them to take Ellen away, the pain inflicted upon all of us would have been unconscionable. I laugh now as I think about my mom’s crazy statement. But it got me to thinking how truly devastating it would be for a parent to say to his or her child, “I’m sick of you. I’m putting you up for adoption.” And actually do it. 

 

B.  Oops from Nebraska
 

Several years ago, Nebraska passed a law intend to allow parents of newborns to drop off their babies for adoption at a hospital, with no questions asked. The law was so poorly worded that it allowed parents to drop off any child under eighteen years old. Sure enough, a mother dropped off two of her children - - ages twelve and ten. The law was quickly redrafted to apply only to newborns, but imagine how these youngsters felt when their mother essentially abandoned them. 

 

C.  Home I - - San Diego
 

We often feel God will do the same with us if we struggle with our faith. As you grow older, it seems only logical that you should grow stronger in your faith. Many times, I have found the opposite to be true. Worse yet, I have been on this doubt trip for too long, wondering if God exists, fearing if he may have grown weary of lack of certainty in my faith.

I recently attended a chapel service at my six-year-old daughter’s school, wondering if God was tired of my years of daily doubt and my bouts of weak (or non-existent) faith. Faith has never been an easy concept for me--not even close. In fact, I feel I’d be a better Christian if I weren’t required to have faith. Feeling morose over my constant dilemma, I watched the children in the chapel listening to a message from the pastor. A thought crept into my mind that maybe God had finally reached the point where he was just plain tired of me. I don’t normally play the “poor me” card, but in this particular moment, I felt I had hit rock-bottom as a Christian. All of those years had passed and I was still mired in uncertainty. Hopelessness washed over me. As I watched these children filing out of the chapel, my daughter Hannah shyly waved to me. The effect was in such contrast as to how I felt: On the one hand, I was absolutely loved and adored by this beautiful girl who had come into my life just six years before. I felt an immeasurable love for her. On the other hand, I felt that God was simply tired of me. 

I gathered myself and rose from my chapel seat. In the lobby I found a table full of free copies of a book by Max Lucado entitled He Still Moves Stones. I took one with me. When I sat down later to read the book, I couldn’t get past the first chapter. Not because it wasn’t good--it was incredibly so. But it was so pertinent that I didn’t want to leave the first chapter; it affected me that powerfully. I wanted my reading to end with the positive feeling the first chapter had given me.

In that chapter, Lucado talked about my precise predicament. He quoted a passage of scripture that could have been written just for me. Matthew 12:20: “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.” 

I cried in my empty office as I read those words. God’s pure grace poured down upon me. For many, many years, I feared that I had been on the brink of God putting me up for adoption. I just couldn’t shake the feeling. The truth is, God will never put us up for adoption. Unfortunately, doubt makes you believe things that simply aren’t true. Doubt turns to fear because we take the wrong approach to recover from the harm that doubt inflicts upon us.

Although the Bible is filled with dos and don’ts, that is not the central theme. The main thrust of the Bible is that God intimately cares about your well-being. We parents constantly tell our children what they can and cannot do because we care about their well-being. Suppose Hannah would one day say to me, “Dad, I cannot do everything you ask of me--go ahead, send me away”? It would break my heart to hear something like this. God feels the same way when we say, “God, my faith isn’t strong enough. Go ahead and send me away.”

Unfortunately, many preachers, pastors, and priests seemingly drool from their pulpits that our wrongs have piled up and that God is ready to send us away. God never wants to send you away - ever, no more than I could send Hannah away, or my mom could dump Ellen. Things just do not happen like that. 

 

D.  Disbelieving Disbelief
 

So how do we dispel doubt? One way is to start disbelieving what doubt is trying to convince us to believe. I recently heard a political commentator instruct his listeners on which politicians should get their vote. It was early in the campaign and there were multiple candidates from which to choose. The commentator advised his listeners to vote for the person the opposing political party most vilified. His thinking: If one side particularly belittled a given opponent, they must fear that candidate. If the opposition told you not to vote for a candidate due to his or her outlandish stance on a particular issue, go for that person. The same holds true for doubt: Do the opposite of what it suggests. Doubt fosters hopelessness; it insists that you are a lost cause and a waste of space in God’s universe. Take the opposite tack.

Overcoming doubt compares to losing weight: You won’t go to bed fat one night and wake up slim. Likewise, you aren’t going to go to bed a doubter and wake up with mustard-seed faith. It takes time and steady effort. As I sit here in this comfortable lounge chair on vacation, my waist-band presses relentlessly against my previously semi-fit stomach. Healthy eating went out the window two weeks back. One day I’m eating broccoli, chicken, and bananas; the next I am choking down fried-chicken strips from Jack in the Box. When I get back home, I have to (once again) lose the ten pounds I have been gaining and losing for the last fifteen years. I will never arrive at the place where staying semi-fit will be easy. Doubt is like that. It has to be battled every day.

Read doubt in context or else it makes no sense. If my sister Ellen had not put my mom’s ill-timed adoption threat in context, she might have been devastated. However, Ellen knew my mom was prone to make wild threats she never followed through on. This understanding kept her from freaking out, believing she would be living elsewhere when we got home. Context helps me in the same way with God. Let’s take a look.

It is unrealistic to pretend that our relationship with God precludes doubt. Not being able to see God physically will always foster doubt. If we are intelligent enough to see that maintaining faith is hard, don’t you think God is even more aware of this fact? You think he doesn’t understand that it is difficult to believe in someone you cannot see, hear, touch, or feel? Psalm 103:14 says, “He remembers that we are dust.” Doubt insists we ignore the implications of this verse. Take off your blinders when doubt strikes, and read Psalm 103:14 again closely: God remembers that you are dust.

That is hardly a compliment. 

The next time you're the best man at a wedding, try starting off the toast by calling the groom a clod of dirt. God has, in essence, said, “You are as low as it gets.” So why should we find this to be comforting? Because God acknowledges our difficult status and sympathizes with us. He sees our unenviable situation and is concerned.

God is not out to get you because you doubt; he understands your doubt. Stop worrying that you need to instantly cure your doubt to avoid doom and destruction--it doesn't work that way.

 

E.  Where Jews Wandered
 

Let’s talk about a monumental event of doubting that God forgave. The children of Israel stumbled around the desert for forty years (maybe because they had no GPS). These people did unimaginably bad things. For the entire span, they participated in orgies, complained about the dinner menu, and incessantly doubted God. Not only did they scorn and reject God, they prostrated themselves before Mammon, in a frenzy of greed. All of this wore on their leader, Moses. 

Apparently, the Jews insisted on the local equivalent of Sparkletts water to drink, instead of whatever liquid flowed from the rock dispenser Moses had provided. Moses finally reached his boiling point--he was the parent on a coast-to-coast road trip with a tantrum-riddled six-year-old in the rear seat. By the time Moses got his minivan to Iowa, he couldn't take it anymore. He grabbed his stick and “forcefully” struck the rock; a continual gush of water followed. In an amazing passage of Scripture, God became angry with Moses. Yes, Moses--the same Moses who had religiously prayed to God, fasted to God, and talked to God; the same Moses who had interceded for these people for forty years. Moses the good guy. And why did God blow his stack? Because Moses made it appear that God was angry with the children of Israel (God wasn’t though, though he had every imaginable provocation).

These worthless, complaining, doubting, backsliding, ungrateful, idolatrous, pathetic Jews had thumbed their noses at God for forty years. And how did God respond? He was not angry with them. Why?

The Jews didn’t have doubt—they were far beyond that. They made a golden image and worshiped it as their new god. They didn’t harbor doubts about God; they had written him off completely. And what was God’s response? I am not angry with them.

You may have doubted for many years, maybe even most or all of your Christian life, and guess what? God is not angry with you. Repeat after me: God is not angry with you. We need to put away this image of God standing there with a mallet, ready to clobber us when he finally tires of our doubt. 

How do we know this? Psalms 103:13 tells us, “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him.” And remember, fear is the consequence of doubt. We perhaps misunderstand why God has given us children; he wanted us to tangibly see, feel, and understand how much he cares about us. Look at all of the things you do for your children. You are their servant from the time they wake, until long after they have gone to bed. While they sleep, you continue to serve: You do their laundry, clean up their messes, make their school lunches, and fill their book bags for the next day. While they are awake, your entire life revolves around making sure their lives are in order. You prepare their meals, officiate their disputes, comfort them, entertain them, and go to work to make money to buy everything they need. Rarely do they acknowledge your efforts. No matter. Your love for them increases. Bringing them happiness is your primary goal. As time passes, this love continues on into adulthood. It never stops (even if you occasionally yearn for the days when you were single). Why can we look at our own children with great love and tenderness even when they become difficult? Why are we willing to offer up forgiveness and comfort at a moment's notice, but cannot even begin to give ourselves a similar pass when it comes to God? Recall the story of the Pharisee in Luke 18 who prayed openly to God in public. A lowly sinner watched the Pharisee perform religious prayers to God, but the sinner stood apart, beating his chest, afraid to even raise his head to heaven. The sinner could only plead, “God, be merciful on me, a sinner.” The man who could not raise his head because of doubt, drew the praise of God. He doubted that God would hear him, and doubted that he deserved mercy. But God had compassion on this doubter. 

 

F.  Home II - (Where the Prodigal’s Son’s Home Was)
 

In his book Love Wins, Rob Bell discusses something about the Prodigal Son that I had never before noticed. When the Prodigal Son finally decided he wanted to come home, he doubted that his father would still consider him to be his son. He even wondered if his father would stoop to hire him to feed the pigs. Can you possibly achieve heaven if you doubt that God will one day welcome you? In other words, must you be self-assured that you will get to heaven in order to actually do so? Look at what happened to the Prodigal Son. When he arrived home, his father ran out to greet him and kissed him upon the neck. Even in the midst of this affection, the son completely doubted his father’s love for him. He had convinced himself that his father no longer felt a speck of love for him. As he pleaded with his father for a job to feed the pigs, the son experienced a wondrous epiphany. His father was not angry – he was thrilled beyond belief to have his son back. The father did not spend a moment's time chastising his son for having left home; only love mattered. He took his son by the hand, adorned him with beautiful jewelry, and treated him like a king. Jesus’ message in this story was that God loves you even if you doubt. You may be terrified that God will refuse you entrance to heaven because of your doubt. Jesus showed us that the totality of our doubts has nothing to do with us gaining heaven. 

 

G.  Doubt = Faith.
 

We fail to realize that doubt is actually a sign of faith. A person concerned about doubt is a person who cares. A person who so worries is a person searching for God. Do you spend nights worrying about whether Denmark will win the next World Cup soccer championship? Or whether the lady from Indiana will win or lose the next America’s Greatest Chef show? Do you worry that people don’t eat enough broccoli? No, because you really don’t care about such trivia. You only care about things that truly matter to you. You care about your doubt because you want to be close to God.

God said nothing could separate us from his love. And when he said “nothing,” I feel he meant nothing. If doubt could separate us from God’s love, then Romans 8:39 would have read, “Neither height, nor depth, nor things past, nor things to come shall be able to separate us from the love of God unless you doubt.” Doesn’t the absence of the last three qualifying words make my point? 






  








ELEVEN

_______________
 

Tiptoeing Through the Tombstones
 

A.  Flying High . . . and Low
 

Flying scares me. I was fifteen when I became aware of the dangers of flying. A week before I was supposed to fly from Los Angeles to St. Louis to visit my grandparents, an American Airlines DC-10 crashed during its departure from Chicago’s O’Hare airport. The left engine fell off at takeoff and the plane plunged to its death, incinerating 271 people in a surreal ball of fire. Eerily, the plane was headed for Los Angeles. 

I spent the next few days reading about this story. One picture I came across horrified me. Someone on the ground had taken a picture of the plane a second before it crashed; the plane had rolled onto its side and the left engine was gone off the wing. I kept thinking about how terrified all of those people must have felt at that moment. 

Thirteen years later, I returned from my grandpa’s funeral on a plane. When we neared Los Angeles, we hit severe turbulence. I knew we were in trouble when the flight attendants ran to their seats and strapped themselves in. The plane proceeded to dip and dive as we approached the airport to land. Some people screamed; I was terrified. When we landed, I literally got down on my hands and knees and kissed the ground. 

Flying makes death seem closer. I don't like anything associated with dying. As a Christian, I struggle with the subject of death. It’s anomalous to live in a world full of life, yet have the shadow of death constantly in our peripheral vision. I have awoken many a night in a cold sweat, with my heart beating, afraid of death; however, when I am fully awake, walking down the street at noon on a sunny day, I don’t think about death as much. I live my life aware that its hourglass ceaselessly drains. It's a helpless feeling. I wish I could turn off these thoughts, but I can’t.

 

B.  Is Asparagus Romantic?
 

One of the most difficult things about Christians is that they have this over-the-top romantic image of death. We're taught that death should be cherished. Paul the Apostle said, “To die is gain.” Our churches incessantly reinforce this image. We have whipped ourselves into a frenzy about the end of this life so that we can move on to the next glorious one. There’s only one problem: I’m in no hurry to get there. I like this life and I fear death. The modern church is ashamed to admit that death is frightening.

After we got married, Olivia and I were blessed with two daughters. I never realized how many cartoons and movies I would watch once I had children. Oh sure, I initially swore that I would never use the TV to keep my kids occupied. That promise lasted about as long as your typical New Year’s resolution. I must admit, embarrassingly so, much of this kiddie fare captivated me. For instance, I enjoy some of my daughters’ Barbie flicks, my favorite being The Island Princess. You suspect your life might need a tune-up when you find yourself humming Barbie tunes in the middle of the day. This is what you can expect to end up if you marry and produce daughters. Anyway, another one of my favorite movies was Jonah and the Big Fish, starring the famous Veggie Tales characters. The story is a hilarious spoof that follows Jonah as he tries to avoid God’s call to go to Nineveh to preach repentance to their society. In the end scene, Jonah (played by an asparagus) finally ends up in Nineveh and gets arrested for stealing cheese puffs (the producer took some liberty with the biblical text). Jonah is tied to a stake, and is about to be slapped to death with a giant, dead fish. Just before this happens, a huge, fat vegetable (the king of Nineveh), asks if Jonah has any last words. Jonah flies into a rage, saying, “Stop it! Stop it! Stop killing each other! Stop slapping each other with fish! Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!”

We need an asparagus to shout the same thing at the Christian community, which pretends that death will be great. Stop it! Stop it! Stop it! Why can’t we admit that death is scary? I wish Christians discussed death in a more pragmatic fashion. When we are young and disease free it is easy to romanticize about death and the afterlife. However, a near-death experience floors us. We're thankful that the biopsy came back benign, that we survived the car accident, or that the X-ray was negative. When push comes to shove, every person I know wants to continue living.

 

C.  Can’t Wait? Who Are We Kidding?
 

We spend our lives tiptoeing around death, pretending that it doesn’t concern us when it does. We even have a host of euphemisms to make dying more attractive. We don’t “die,” we depart, pass on, pass away, leave, return to dust, decease, go to our heavenly reward, and so on. To me, no matter how you style it, deceasing is the pits. Christians are the greatest pretenders—putting on a front that death is not only irrelevant, but also greatly anticipated. Oddly, Christians say these things while they simultaneously wear seat belts, lock their front doors, install alarm systems in their homes, get mammograms, and carry pepper spray. If they aren’t afraid of death, then why do Christians do these things? We eat all types of otherwise abhorrent food to remain healthy so that we won’t die young. We grip our armrests with white knuckles as our airplane roars down the runway for takeoff. Death is our constant companion. In the midst of all of this, Christians say things like, “I can’t wait to die and go to heaven.” Something is wrong with that scenario.

I recently read a blog that discussed why Christians fear dying. One person claimed that death is unnatural. One post that got to me was from a girl who stated that her aunt, who was young with children, had been given six months to live. The aunt was religious, but not ready to die. The girl posting this story said that she envied her aunt’s situation, as she would be going to heaven. Yes, envied it. As if dying young and leaving your children behind is a good thing. 

Can we dispense with this phony notion that dying will be like going to Disneyland? As Christians, can we acknowledge that we’re disturbed by the thought of traveling down the path to death?

Our fear of death affects us every day, but some of us hide it better than others. We keep ourselves busy, so as not to think about it. We undertake various hobbies to give our lives meaning, to stave off the fact that death awaits. Some people take it to the extreme--sky diving, bungee-jumping, or square dancing with grizzlies, as if death is not a care in the world for them. These daredevils likely fear death more than the average person. The daredevil is so concerned with death that the best way for him (or her) to confront his fear is to keep it directly in front of him at all times. Daredevils feel they have some sense of control over the whole process. I hear things like, “Hey, if I die, at least I died while having fun.” This is the Christian equivalent to, “I can’t wait to die and go to heaven.” Conversely, as soon as a daredevil finds himself in the jaws of death, his parachute gets stuck, or one of his climbing ropes snaps, he no longer thinks it's cool to die while doing what he liked doing best.

So, why is it that people of all walks of life pretend that death doesn't scare them? To me, the notion of death is an utter and complete loss of control, a place where none of us wants to be. Steve Jobs, founder of Apple, recently died from pancreatic cancer. He was in excellent physical shape, had every conceivable medical doctor at his beck and call, ate healthily, and could not stave off death. When someone like Jobs dies, it reminds us that we're all just one virus away from pushing up daisies (yet another euphemism). Difficulties in being a Christian is that the community hardly ever speaks candidly about the fear death engenders. Rather, Christians pretend better than daredevils that death is of no concern. They speak openly about how exciting it will be when they die. However, it brings to mind that Woody Allen quote, “I don’t mind dying. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.” In Christian circles, you will be greatly shunned if you admit to fearing death. Try it at your next Bible study. Admit that you are afraid to die. You will likely be treated as a leper.

 

D.  If Jesus Feared Death . . . 
 

I have struggled with my fear of death. Don’t get me wrong; I don’t spend every conscious moment thinking about death. I don't suffer from necrophobia; however, it's on my mind enough to be annoying. Nobody in church can ease my concern because Christians never deal with death on a realistic level. However, when I look at Jesus at the end of his life, I find something different from what the church preaches. Jesus did not relish death. Far from it. In the hour of his death, Jesus didn't smile and say, “I can’t wait to be with God again.” He was in torment. Jesus was one hundred percent human while on earth; he felt about death the same way humans feel it. He was afraid.

Numerous theological arguments have been made surrounding the death of Jesus, but nobody ever mentions that he was scared. Fear is a healthy instinct God has instilled in us. In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus was “greatly troubled” and sweated profusely as he prayed on the night prior to his death. We've been informed that he sweated because he was about to take on the sins of the world. While I agree that is true, he had to have simply been scared of the act of dying. Why not? He had never done it before, no more than you or I have ever done it. On his deathbed, Jesus was worried. If Jesus worried, then why do we pretend to look forward to our day of death?

Death is a curse. Nobody enjoys a curse. Death is the one thing in life that nobody escapes. I often look at elderly people and wonder how they deal with death since it is statistically closer to them than it is to younger people. I would like some elderly people to get up in church every once in a while and sincerely give us a primer on what it's like to face the Grim Reaper, knowing he draws near. What is it like to go to bed at night, wondering if your heart will stop beating while you sleep? How do you deal with that as a Christian? It would be refreshing to obtain some real insight, not a phony, church-like response.

Death is scary. Period. The only thing that makes it seem not so scary is that, for many people, death is perceived to be far off. If you don’t think about it, it won’t happen. 

We're as delicate as eggs walking through this life. If you fall off a ladder five feet from the ground, you risk death. Take a bite of steak that’s a little too big to swallow? It may be your last. If the pharmacist misreads a prescription, it may be lights out for you. Forget to look left before crossing the street at an inauspicious moment? Road kill. If a careless driver checks his GPS, he can slam into your car and kill you. Get too many X-rays? You can end up a skeleton. Death is ready to snatch us up at any moment. 

I remember attending the funeral of my father-in-law, Joe Frausto. He died unexpectedly from a heart attack at age 71. He had been a contractor most of his life and appeared to be in good health. Olivia and I had come back from a vacation in Boston when her dad called to say that he missed her. An hour after they hung up, she got another call: Her dad had suffered a heart attack and was in the hospital. We raced from San Diego to Bakersfield to see him before he died. He clung to life for three days, but eventually passed away. At the funeral, I looked at my father-in-law lying in his casket, dead. It was hard to fathom that this corpse once had life in it. It was even harder to imagine that, at that moment, he was spiritually elsewhere. A few days earlier, this was a man full of life. Now his liveliness had vanished. Completely.

 

E.  Time to Get Real
 

Cherish life. Don’t wish it away. Christians need to quit fantasizing that it will be fabulous once we get this lousy life out of the way. This fantasy usually hits a brick wall when someone is diagnosed with cancer or a grave medical diagnosis. Death brings perfect clarity to life. It’s God’s way of showing us that this life matters. He gave this life to us as a gift, not something to be gotten out of the way. There’s no rush. No matter how long you live, God will be there waiting when you finally pack it in.

Impending death seems to strip away the Christian facade of despising life. When death is at our doorstep, it finally brings understanding that we've put on a front our entire lives. People near death are more tangibly human. A person who has been given a short time to live suddenly has an urge to shuffle priorities. This change in character is a direct reflection that God is real. Why else do your morals all of a sudden find particular clarity? They line up so you can face God. If God wasn’t true, then why should we fear death? It’s the end of the play, that’s for sure. Big deal? We don’t freak out when the ball game ends, the show is over, or the amusement park closes. They are all endings. If death is just another ending, then why do we fear it?

Christians by no means have conquered the fear of death. I do believe that something wonderful waits for us after death, but I'm also willing to acknowledge that the road to get to those wonders is frightening. How could it not be, seeing that none of us has ever traveled it? We would all get along so much better if we acknowledged this fact, and then put it out of our minds.

God has saved us from the power of death, by giving us Christ to allow us to pass from death to life. However, arriving at the point of death in our lives is like living through a marriage: there are many hurdles along the way, swings in emotion, and fear. Ultimately, something lasting is forged when we commit to our marriage: a lasting friendship and companionship. A good marriage is not forged overnight; it takes many years. Similarly, it takes an entire lifetime to come to terms with death. Let’s stop pretending that we are deficient as Christians if we don’t fully embrace death by age 22.

The Bible doesn’t teach us to love death. The Bible is filled with individuals who did heroic things, yet were scared of death. Look at Elijah. One day he called down fire from the heavens. The next day, he ran in fear of his life from Queen Jezebel who had threatened his life. How in the world could a guy on Monday pray to God and elicit fire from the heavens, but on Tuesday run for his life when threatened? Elijah was human and afraid of death. Note how God dealt with Elijah’s fear. Not once did God chastise him for being afraid; rather, he provided Elijah protection and assurance.

What about the apostles? After the resurrection, the Bible tells us they were locked up and in hiding. They were scared stiff. Aren’t these the same stalwarts who had been with Jesus for almost three years and had seen his amazing powers? And what were they doing? Cowering from death. Once again, we see that God had compassion for them. When Jesus appeared to them behind “doors being shut,” the first thing he said to them was, “Peace be to you.” Not once did Jesus berate them for being scaredy-cats. 

Almost every major story in the Bible portrays its “heroes” as fearful of death. How is it then that we as Christians completely gloss over this fact and look down on contemporaries who express fear of death?

 

F.  Don’t Rush It
 

I have yet to find a verse in the Bible that suggests the act of dying will be a pleasant experience. Is death any different from the baby who faces birth? The act of childbirth must be a terrifying experience (I seem to have forgotten it.) There is physical pain and fear of the unknown for a baby about to be born. You're ripped from your cozy, warm world and tossed into the completely unknown. But does a mother scold her baby the second it comes into the world? No. The mother instantly showers compassion upon this poor little tyke who still shakes from fear. Will God be any different? On the day of our death, will God be wagging his finger when we get to heaven? I think he will be more akin to the mother vis-a-vis her newborn.

Death must be a lonely experience; it is normal to be afraid of it. What scares me about death is that you have to do it alone. You can’t bring a friend along. Martin Luther once said, “Every man must do two things alone; he must do his own believing and his own dying.” We constantly use the companionship of others to get us through tough times. Have a major worry? Call a friend to talk. We hug our children to comfort them. We embrace those who have suffered loss to console them. This entire life is about being interdependent upon one another. However, death is the one act we must accomplish by ourselves. I don’t like that at all. I realize that God waits for me on the other side; however, the act of death has much in common with a child who jumps from a tree branch into the arms of their mom or dad. The intervening few feet of space is scary. It’s mainly that strip of a few feet of being alone that scares me. I wish there was another way around this, but there isn’t.

This life is a gift to you; don’t treat it disrespectfully or carelessly. It certainly is not something to be wished away. So where does that leave us? I think the palpable fear of death down the road is precisely why Jesus said, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” Translation: Don’t think too far ahead or else you will overwhelm yourself. 

Make no mistake; death is overwhelming. It’s the most dreaded aspect of life. We look forward to being with God, but none of us looks forward to jumping off the tree branch into his arms. It’s okay to admit this. You aren’t less of a Christian for having done so. You are just human and doing what God expects. 






  








TWELVE

_______________
 

Imperfect Scripture Bugging You?
 

A.  Virgin or Just Lassie?
 

Is Christianity a hoax if errors exist in Scripture?

Vincent Bugliosi, author and attorney, best known for being the prosecutor in the Charles Manson trial, spoke recently about his book Divinity of Doubt.

Bugliosi discussed a passage of Scripture which, in his mind causes Christianity to collapse. Bugliosi found one word in a passage of Scripture in the Old Testament that he felt materially contradicted a word in a New Testament passage of Scripture. He claimed this proved that Christianity was a fraud. After all, shouldn’t a perfect God be able to get his story straight? Since the New Testament scribe had erred in his interpretation of the Old Testament, then it was proof that only Man was involved with the drafting of the New Testament, not God. 

Bugliosi zeroed in on the fact that two different scribes had used two different nouns to describe the status of the mother of Jesus. The two passages in dispute are as follows:

Isaiah 7:14, foretells “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”

Matthew 1:22-23, “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’ (which means “God with us”).”

So what’s the big deal? Aren’t these two verses stating the exact same thing? Isaiah predicts that God’s son will be born of a virgin, and Matthew confirms this. Not so fast, says Bugliosi.

Bugliosi finds that the Hebrew term describing Mary, almah, in Isaiah 7:14, differed in meaning from the Hebrew term, parthenos, used in Matthew 1:22. In Isaiah, the term almah meant “young woman” without any direct reference to her sexual history. But, the term parthenos used by Matthew means “a sexually pure woman.” This is a serious contradiction in Bugliosi’s opinion. Was the mother of Jesus to be a virgin or no? Bugliosi argued that if Isaiah had intended to predict that Jesus’ mother was to be a virgin, both Isaiah and Matthew would have used parthenos to clearly indicate Mary’s status as a virgin. Bugliosi argued that Matthew got it wrong when he failed to note that Isaiah never spoke to a claim of virginity. Rather, that she was only a young woman. Due to the apparent inconsistency, in Bugliosi’s mind, the entirety of Christianity must fall. If Matthew had misinterpreted Isaiah’s prediction, Matthew was thus not divinely inspired when he wrote his passage. 

 

B.  So What If All The “i”s Are Not Crossed And The “t”s Dotted
 

As a serial doubter, I have spent many a night churning these types of issues over in my washing machine of doubt. These odd-ball pieces of evidence seem to always get in the way of having true, liberating faith. Just when your faith is about to leave the station, junk like this seems to derail it. There is a tendency to believe that, if only I could get around these apparent contradictions, Christianity would be so much easier. I have finally realized that this is untrue. Knowing me, if someone uncovered a complete copy of the original Bible with perfect grammar and punctuation, I would start worrying about something else. Like why it was written in black ink instead of red ink. 

Are you one of those people who is constantly second-guessing the accuracy of Scripture? I don’t mean this as a put-down. For years I have worried that the “inconsistencies of Scripture” were going to spell doom to my fractured faith. But faith does not rise and fall on whether every period and comma in the Bible is correct. Christianity is not a hoax simply because there may appear to be some contradictions in Scripture. This is not a copout. To the contrary, it takes courage to realize that the Bugliosis of the world have completely missed the boat. 

Bugliosi was enamored with his discovery that apparently ended Christianity. To me, his argument is a classical “tempest in a tea pot.” When we put Bugliosi’s argument under the scope of common sense, it fails miserably. 

Let’s talk about our children first, to better understand how God relates to us. This will help resolve some of the mysteries that may appear in Scripture and dissolve Bugliosi’s hypothesis. How many times have you thought, If only my children would clean up their rooms and take a bath when I tell them to, life would be much easier? Now, aside from the rare child who actually obeys his parents, most youngsters simply will not listen on a regular basis. We must sweet-talk, threaten, or coerce them into doing what they don’t want to do. I am convinced that seventy-five percent of the reasons we buy gifts for our children is so that we can threaten to take them away if don’t comply with our commands. In the real world, parents must diligently work through their impatience to get their children to obey. (There is no fairy tale solution to being a good parent.) 

So why do you expect a fairy tale solution for Christianity? Why do you expect a perfect Bible, perfect answers to prayer, and perfect endings when we live in an imperfect world? The same God who brought you your children also brought you Christianity. If there is no easy, simple solution to solving the mystery of your children, why do you expect the opposite with Christianity? 

Along this journey, use your common sense to address such pedestrian matters that skeptics insist are “insurmountable hurdles.” Like, the Bible was written by imperfect men. So what? Does the message become of no account because the messenger hasn’t conveyed it with perfect clarity? Suppose I report to you that World War II ended on September 1, 1945, when the Japanese surrendered. Would the outcome of the event be compromised when you later learned that the surrender date was actually September 2, 1945? Or I told you that the earth is spinning at a rate of 62,000 miles an hour. Would the earth not be spinning when you later learned that the correct figure is 67,000 miles an hour? What matters in any instance is whether the crux of the message has been delivered, even if some of the details are askew. Does God’s message hinge on punctuation and grammar? Indeed, at the time the scriptures were written, punctuation hadn’t even been invented. At best, the scribes were working with imperfect tools. The gist of the message is what counts, not perfect punctuation and grammar. 

Let’s get back to Bugliosi’s argument that the pillars of Christianity crumbled when he discovered Almah vs. Parthenos. Hoo Boy! I have noticed that virtually every critic or scholar of the Bible fails to understand that the Bible must be read through the lens of common sense.

For instance, will a “young woman” give birth to the Son of God or will a “virgin”? Who is right? Isaiah or Matthew? They are both right. The author of Matthew was reading Isaiah in the original Hebrew text. Undoubtedly, he was keenly aware that Isaiah had used the term almah (young woman). Indeed, the book of Matthew makes 66 direct or indirect references to old testament books: a sign that the author clearly had a working copy of the Hebrew Bible at his disposal when the book of Matthew was penned. He understood the difference between the two terms. The Wall Street Journal published a story about an American pizza company that began advertising its calzones to Spanish speakers. What this company failed to realize was that, in Spanish, calzone meant “underwear.” The translation was completely butchered. This was not the case with Matthew. Matthew was clearly referring to Isaiah 7:14 to support the fact that Mary, the sexually pure virgin, was the same “young woman” referenced therein.

 

C.  Focusing On Consequences
 

Now it’s time for the common sense lens.

What is the most important issue being discussed in these two passages of Scripture? Here’s a hint: It has nothing to do with the virtue of the young woman. The ultimate fact was that this woman would give birth to the Son of God. The virginity is inconsequential. Birth is a miracle in-and-of-itself. God creates each human inside the womb of a woman. We truly have no clue as to the precise mechanics. If we read these two verses together, we are told that God sent his Son. Whether the child was conceived by one of the locals or by divine intervention, it doesn’t matter - - God created this child in the womb of Mary. Moreover, after this little guy was born, he performed miracles; he raised the dead; he himself rose from the dead — he sure walked, talked, and acted like he was the Son of God. So, does it really matter whether Joseph (or anyone else) was his biological father? Would Jesus’ actions have been diminished? We already know through Philippians 2:5-11 that Jesus took upon himself the form of a “lowly servant.” Hebrews 2:9 says that Jesus was “lower than the angels.” These two verses are communicating that Jesus was one hundred percent human - a baby born of a woman. 

What matters here is only whether Jesus lived the life of the Son of God. Any male’s possible role is inconsequential, to say the least. 

You may be saying, “Yes, you’re right. However, I am still worried about the inconsistency of these two verses.” Before you get too far afield, let’s add another dollop of common sense to the mix.

Is it unrealistic to read the two verses together so that they convey the message that, “a young, virgin woman will give birth”? If Isaiah was only concerned with the age of this woman, and not her virginity, then why did he even use the word “young” woman to discuss who would be giving birth? Why does it matter that the woman giving birth was going to be a young woman? Scholars have stated the reason Isaiah did this was that the term almah in Hebrew can be used interchangeably to mean both “young” woman and a “virgin” woman. We do this all the time in English. On one hand, we say that the opening act at the play was bad. In the next instant, however, we say that the handsome protagonist was so good, that he was “bad.” The exact term, two completely different meanings. The point being, Isaiah clearly was identifying the woman as young to point out the fact that she was a virgin. There would be no other reason for him to refer to her age.

 

D.  “We Killed Those Guys - - 9 to Zip”
 

At this moment, you may be thinking, But why didn’t Isaiah simply use Parthenos? Is that how you operate in your life? Do you always make sure to use the technically correct word for every moment? Or do you hear folks on ESPN say things like, “LeBron James took that ball and jammed it down the other guy’s throat”? Now, did LeBron actually take a basketball and force it into the trachea of his opponent? No. Then why didn’t the sportscaster say, “LeBron James slammed the basketball into the hoop, while his opponent attempted to stop him”? That would be more technically accurate, wouldn’t it? But aren’t both descriptions describing the exact same event? Similarly, Matthew and Isaiah described the same event using different verbiage. A baseball announcer indicates that a ground ball was hit to the shortstop Edwards, who then threw the runner out. Does the event change when you learn that Edwards is actually the second basemen and not the shortstop? 

 

E.  Getting Into The Act 
 

This brings me back to the point that imperfect people are delivering God’s message. The Bible was not handed down on golden tablets with no errors. God let his people deliver the message. Have your kids helped you wash the car? You surely don’t enlist their help to expedite the process, or to make the end product better than if you had done it alone. By including them in the process, it usually takes longer with a big mess to clean up. And the car still won’t be nearly as clean as if you had done it alone. If you can do it better by yourself, then why do you include your kids in the process? You do it for their benefit so they can share in a positive experience with you. The same holds true with God - He carried a message to men. He let them write it down so that they could share in a positive experience. This is true even if man may have made some mistakes writing down God’s word. What matters is that man, mistakes and all, was able to communicate the gist of what God wanted said. 

God wants us to be part of the process, not just onlookers. Do you honestly think that God needs our help to preach his gospel to the world? Would people have actually missed out on heaven if Billy Graham had decided to become a mechanic rather than a preacher? Does God actually need your prayers to change things? Of course not. He has incorporated us into the process; he could have done things much better without our participation. What good would it do if a father took his son’s place every turn at bat in his Little League games? In reality, if the father completely dominated his son’s life, doing everything for him, what would be the point of his son’s life? Yes, God could print the Bible on tablets of gold, let them dangle in mid-air for all to read, and never let we humans participate a single iota in the entire process. We would have apparent perfection, but we’d also have a situation comparable to the son sitting on the bench while Dad swings the bat. God let his children get involved even if the product they produced had some minor errors. 

 

F. Art For Art’s Sake
 

Not satisfied yet? How many times have your children created home-made birthday cards, Mother’s Day cards, or Father’s Day cards? The drawings are of less-than-professional quality. Their attempt to express the real world is usually fairly clear. However, these cards are usually overflowing with grammatical and spelling errors. However, despite such flaws, doesn’t their love blaze through? Their simplistic cards convey a message that is so powerful that anything by Hallmark pales in comparison. If we were to follow the theory that “the Bible must be written perfectly or it’s false,” then, from now on, you should throw all cards made by your small ones in the trash. After all, their message of love cannot possibly be real since their little cards have misspellings and inaccurate depictions.

Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. The beauty in these little cards is found in the love that’s behind them, not in the perfection of style. So, too, the beauty of God’s word is found in the essence of the message, not in misspellings of a scribe from the second century. 

 

G.  Lines Versus Lumps
 

Nature lends further credence to this argument. Many people picture heaven in perfect symmetry, with straight lines and mathematically precise structures, pathways, and palaces. Perfection. But, exactly what is perfection? When we look at nature, we tend to see things that don’t really match. No two trees or rocks are the same. A solitary palm tree may grow on an island in the South Pacific. A group of large rocks, with many different sizes, shapes, and colors may be gathered together in the Grand Canyon (a giant hole that has crooked lines). The trees in the Redwood forest are majestic, but none of them are the same size, shape, or height. A field of flowers is incredibly brilliant to the eyes, but they aren’t lined up in balanced rows. Perfection in nature is almost always the opposite of what man deems perfection. Have you ever seen the Empire State building? Half Dome in Yosemite? Which is more mathematically and technically correct in its construction? Which has the straighter lines? But which is more beautiful? 

Our version of perfection and God’s are entirely different. Some express dismay if scripture has been imperfectly transcribed from one generation to the next. However, God thinks that apparent errors are actually things of beauty, as evidenced by nature. He has let his children write down the message into scripture and deliver it. He is not concerned if somebody misspelled a word along the way, no more than if your child misspells the word “luv”. The heart of God’s message is completely conveyed in the scriptures, even if his children make occasional errors.

People like Bugliosi who hunt for Scripture “errors” fail to understand what perfection means to God. Perfection to Him is not what we humans think it is. Consider: when God sent His perfect Son to earth, we are told by Isaiah that this Messiah “ . . . had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.” Doesn’t that strike you as just a bit odd? God sent his perfect Son to us, but, upon seeing him, there was nothing beautiful or majestic about him? Isn’t that the opposite of what we would expect God’s faultless Son to look like? Didn’t you think that perfection meant pristine and perfect with no errors? Yet, God’s perfect Son was filled with visual errors when he came, seeing that he was not beautiful or majestic. He didn’t sin, but he lived in a limited, error-prone body. He got tired, hungry, sore, and sleepy while he was in this body. The point is that perfectly-transcribed Scripture does not make Scripture perfect. If that were the case, I could create a new religion tomorrow and the only thing required to make it authentic would be for noted grammar expert William Saffire to make sure that it was error-free.

There are very few instances in Scripture of actual, material contradictions. A common concern is that the Bible has been translated so many times in so many languages, that much of the original content has been lost or distorted. Such a position is based upon lack of knowledge. The contrary has proven to be true. The Bible is the single, most-authenticated book handed down from antiquity to today. There are numerous books which concisely demonstrate that the Bible from old times is the same Bible of today. (Two good books on the subject are Can I Trust the Bible by Darrell Bock and The Historical Reliability of the Gospels by Craig Blomberg.) As it stands, Bugliosi’s is the most prominent attack yet, but common sense instead prevails. There have been innumerable translations of the Bible. They all convey the same message: God’s Son died to save you from death. No version of the Bible has ever omitted this central truth of the Bible. Ironically, this is the only message of the Bible that actually matters. 

Some of us look at Scripture and wonder if it has been perfectly transcribed from one generation to the next. God, however, thinks that apparent errors are actually things of beauty, just so long as the main theme has been communicated. You don’t lack faith or intelligence by accepting this, rather, you are accepting God’s reality. At the end of the day, the overall message of Scripture remains: Jesus died; he forgives your sins, and he loves you. That is all that matters. 






  








THIRTEEN

_______________
 

I’m Too Far Gone to be Used
 

A.  Red Hots and Bubba
 

I enjoy watching Lockup Raw on MSNBC. The show takes its audience into prisons to document what life is really like inside. Many of the inmates have been locked up for decades. When I was 11, believe it or not, I once came close to ending up behind bars. Or so I was absolutely convinced.

My childhood neighborhood backed up to a 500-acre area of undeveloped land. It was a kid’s paradise for hiking, biking, and fun. In the summertime, the fields were full of waist-high dry brush.

A few days before the Fourth of July, I was playing with a sparkler in my back yard. In those days, sparklers burned at 1,000 degrees. Nobody cared about safety when I was a kid; nobody wore seat belts. A baby car seat? What was that? In those days, people regularly rode around loose in the back of open pickup trucks. At backyard swim parties, we jumped off chimneys into the pools. It was a different era. The 1970s. On this occasion, I spun around in circles, waving my sputtering sparkler, when I had a bright idea. Why not throw it over the fence into the dry brush? I had seen my older brother Eric do that the previous day. When Eric tossed his sparkler over the fence, a small fire sprang up. Eric jumped the fence and put it out before it could spread more than a few feet. I let my sparkler fly with inevitable results. Unfortunately, I had a pretty-good arm from playing baseball and the sparkler flew far from my house. I wasn’t as quick over the fence as Eric. When I finally caught up to my sparkler, the fire had made astonishing progress. I panicked. I grabbed a piece of cardboard lying on the ground and tried to stomp it out, but with negligible effect. It continued to spread. I went pell-mell back over the fence and turned on my garden hose. By this time, the fire was out of control. From 50 yards away, I sprayed a skinny stream of water in the direction of the fire. It traveled barely past the reaches of my backyard fence and the dirt service road that (thankfully) separated my house from the inferno. No good. The fire raced across an entire field. I don’t know who called them, but fire trucks raced to the scene to extinguish it.

I felt I had committed an unpardonable crime, arson. I had carelessly started a fire and deserved to go to prison. I was sorry for my stupidity, but I wanted to avoid prison. I trembled nonstop throughout the experience and I never wanted to see a sparkler again. My mom asked the fire chief to speak to me before he left. I lied to him and told him that the sparkler had slipped out of my hand. I was racked with guilt, but I wasn’t going to tell the truth; I didn’t want to be bunkmates with a guy with big hands named Bubba. There was no doubt in my pre-adolescent mind that such a fate awaited arsonists.

I learned my lesson. I don’t think I have so much as struck a match since that day. As for punishment, it never came. I lied and told my mom that the sparkler had “slipped” from my hand. I’m sure she questioned the veracity of this claim. Fortunately, she never inquired as to how a sparkler managed to “slip” not only over the fence, but also across a dirt service road. My mom likely figured that my mental torture was punishment enough. 

Igniting a field of dry grass does not constitute committing an unpardonable sin, nor does lying to the fire chief about it. But some Christians feel that their repeated misdeeds have sidelined them, placing them in danger of committing blasphemy - - the unpardonable sin. These Christians feel as if God can no longer use them. Move over Bubba. 

When I was a younger Christian, I wondered if the instances of doubt that regularly surged through my mind comprised blasphemy. Was it blasphemous for me to wonder if God even existed? I didn't know how to deal with these misgivings. And to make matters worse, in the midst of my doubt I stumbled upon Matthew 12:31-32, where Jesus suddenly makes this earth-shattering statement:

“And so I tell you, every kind of sin and slander can be forgiven, but blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come.”

Ooooow! Were my years of doubt blasphemy against the Holy Spirit? I really had no clue what it meant to “speak against the Holy Spirit” but I felt like a dead man walking. Perhaps the same dread has hit you. That God feels you are beyond salvage; He has no conceivable use for you. I’m here to tell you that God has a spot for the most seemingly-decrepit, flawed person--if that person possesses the desire to want to change his ways. You are never too far gone to be reclaimed by God. 

 

B.  Let’s Take a Different Tack
 

When I was seven, I bought a candy bar from the neighborhood ice cream truck. A piece of it fell onto the street, so naturally I dusted it off and ate it. A little while later, I overheard some older kids on bikes saying that some tacks had fallen into the street and that we all needed to stay away from them. These kids obviously didn't want the tacks to pop their tires. I had no idea what the heck a “tack” was. Plus, I was too embarrassed to ask. I spent the rest of that afternoon worried sick that I might have ingested one of those mysterious tacks. I was too scared to tell my mom. So I spent several hours wondering if I might die.

The doctrine of blasphemy of the Holy Spirit lines up with the tacks. You hear about it, but you haven't the foggiest idea of what it means. Websters dictionary defines it as “profane abuse of God.” Even that isn’t much help. To make matters worse, the Bible doesn’t even explain what it means. Therefore, if you have fits of doubt or unbelief in your life, it's easy to think you may have swallowed the “blasphemy of the Holy Spirit” tack.

There are a lot of oddball doctrines in Christianity; blasphemy of the Holy Spirit being one of them. The Pharisees declared that Jesus, in essence, was from the devil. Jesus, in response says in so many word, “It’s okay to bad-mouth me, but don’t talk about the Holy Spirit.” Or in playground speak, Jesus said, “You can talk about me, but don’t talk about my momma.”

So, we’re back to what exactly it means to disrespect Jesus’ momma? 

 

C.  Taking the Problem by the Horns
 

As I mentioned, I used to worry that doubting the existence of God might fall into the category of blasphemy. I've since realized that it does not. Jesus was clearly concerned with people who willfully spit in the face of God, not those who merely fret about where they stand with God. Corollary to the spitter is the person who simply doesn't care. People who care can’t be blasphemers. Apathetic people? I’m sure indifference does not rise to the level of blasphemy. Rather, think of someone who actively and consciously despises God. That’s more in the line of blasphemy. 

When I was twelve, a new family moved into my neighborhood. One of the sons included a son named Johnny, who was eleven, and ultimately became my friend. Johnny was much skinnier than I, but he was a master at intimidating kids. His threats certainly worked with me. He would say things like, “Go get me a sandwich or else I’ll kick your butt.” For reasons unexplained, I was initially scared spitless of this scrawny kid. As the months wore on, he abused his power more. He lorded it over me. If I didn’t do his bidding, I felt I ran the risk of his beating me up. One day, while we stood in his driveway, he made yet another demand upon me. The last one, as it turned out. He followed it up with the usual threat. A light went on in my brain. I realized I was 20 pounds heavier than he, and a year older (a big gap in kid life). I suddenly realized that I didn’t have to take this. With this epiphany, I reacted as all kids would in my position: I promptly punched Johnny in the eye. It felt good; it still does. I just didn’t care anymore. 

Do you care about where you stand with God? If so, you are the antithesis of a blasphemer. A blasphemer could not care less. If you are concerned that you've blasphemed the Holy Spirit, it is probably a good indication that you have not. A person who blasphemes the Holy Spirit rejects every part of God. If you have rejected all that God has to offer, then you would not be concerned about things that emanate from God; namely, a longing for love, forgiveness, and acceptance by God. Since you are concerned about your standing with the Holy Spirit, you are actually not in a position of blasphemy.

It is too easy to beat yourself up over years of stagnation, laziness, or carnality. But remember, indifference is not positive, emphatic rejection that is indicative of blasphemy. God has not rejected you. Maybe years of sexual immorality have caused you to doubt that you can ever be right with God again. Don’t kid yourself. You’re thinking is no different from an obese person who believes he can never be thin. This is a fallacy. Overweight people turn into skinny people all the time. Jared “The Subway Guy” lost 235 pounds. You can be revived. It has been said that inside of every fat person is a skinny person trying to get out. Is it too much a stretch of the imagination to believe that inside every doubter is a believer yearning to be free? And that God is waiting? 

God does not have a score book in which he eagerly adds people to the “blasphemed” column. That column is reserved for the unredeemable who flip God the bird and enjoy every moment of it. Stop worrying about whether you fall into that category--you almost certainly do not. 

God has stated that only the most egregious people fall into the “blasphemer” column, such as the Pharisees who suggested that Satan had sent Jesus. Everybody has limits, as does God. However, Satan will try to convince you that every offense known to man falls under the blasphemy category. But that’s pure sophistry.

Fear of blasphemy needs to go the way of deep fried bubble gum that you buy at the County Fair. Such doesn’t apply to us and it’s about as healthy as deep fried bubble gum. Once you shake off your fear of blasphemy, you need to get back into the game. How do you start doing spiritual things again? Does that mean you need to start visiting folks in the retirement home, tithing fifteen percent, and building houses for the poor in Mexico twice a year? Those are all good words, but aren’t necessary. Rather, you need to reconstruct your spiritual outlook. A change in spiritual outlook takes discipline, just as it took Jared from Subway the discipline to pass up the local buffet. 

 

D.  Better Late Than Never
 

Let’s not forget the purpose of the Bible. When we boil the Bible down to its essence, what does it truly say? God wants to be friends with us and he wants us to be friendly to others. Why? So that we, and others, will be happy. Period. End of story. It’s that simple, folks. 

Are you capable of being friendly and developing friendships with other people? If the answer is yes, then God can use you. Is it ever too late to make someone happy or to start doing good? Of course not. Now obviously, not everyone will be receptive to your loving approach. So don’t force it. You can’t make everyone your friend. But you can avoid making enemies. 

In Matthew 20:1-16, Jesus relates a parable about a landowner who, for one day, hired workers to tend to his property. He hired temps in the morning, midday, and near the end of the day. The men who began at the end of the day only worked for one hour. When everybody crowded around to get paid, all got the same pay. It made no difference whether they began after the rooster crowed, or just before sunset. That’s not right? A guy who works by the sweat of his brow from daybreak until dusk should receive a higher wage than the guy who starts at 3:30 and quits at 5:00, right? However, Jesus threw cold water on this notion. When the early laborers complained that the latecomers were paid an equal share, Jesus said, “It is my desire to give to this man who was hired last just as much as to I gave to you. Isn’t it lawful for me to do what I want to with what I own?” Translation: If you start doing good near the end of your life your reward will be the same as if you had been doing good your entire life. 

 

E.  When All Else Fails, Just Do It
 

Stop comparing yourself to Billy Graham; your pastor; or your sister-in-law who attends seven Bible studies a week, home schools her five children, volunteers for hospice, and prays in public with strangers. Your ability to do good things is unrelated to good works others may accomplish. Just as what you eat for dinner is unrelated to what Billy Graham, your pastor, or your sister-in-law dined on. You might not be able to reach the heights that these people have reached; just give it your best. I’m reminded of the old story of the rogue tides that swept thousands of starfish to shore. A young, horrified boy ran to the beach and started throwing starfish back into the sea. A man seeing this went up to the boy and said, “Son, you can’t make a difference. There are too many.” The boy tossed a starfish back into the sea, then said to the man, “I made a difference to that one.” You must approach your change in spirituality in such a frame of mind. 

So, where to begin? First, of course, repent of your sins. That’s easy. Get on your knees in your bathroom and ask Jesus to forgive you. It’s guaranteed. You don’t need to flog yourself, just ask for forgiveness. Once that is out of your system, never look back or dwell on your forgiven sins. Forget them. God has. Next, begin helping other people. I’m not talking about becoming a missionary or St. Theresa, rather, keep an eye open for small ways to help in everyday life. It could be as simple as holding the door for someone leaving a store carrying a large package. Maybe, you could help your neighbor paint his house. How about stopping to chat a bit with an elderly neighbor watering his lawn who seems to be without friends or family? Or, cheering up a co-worker who is having a bad day. The point is, you can convey love and caring to another person even if just on a tiny scale. 

We have all encountered problem children. Even some adults abuse or take advantage of their parents so much that it's painful to watch. Nonetheless, many times, the parent clings to the hope that this problem child will change, or in many cases turns a blind eye to faults. There are parents in their eighties with deadbeat children in their fifties. These parents still hold out hope that maybe, just maybe (even if unrealistically) this child will one day change. On the rare occasions when the child makes a positive life change, do you think the successful parent says to the child, “You have screwed up the last fifty-one years of your life; I want nothing to do with you?” Of course not. The parent becomes slobbery and blubbery and welcomes the child home, regardless. God is no different. We are always his children - good or bad. He doesn’t care if we have wasted our lives up until this point; and he's not keeping track. He just wants us to come home. You are not too far gone.

Let’s nail this point down. In Isaiah 1:18, the Lord says, “Come now, and let us reason together . . . though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.” Is God playing games? He asks us to reason when, in reality, there isn’t an ounce of reasoning going on. Reason would be God saying, “Get lost, you have wasted your life.” No; no games. What God really says is, “I don’t care what you have done. I just want you home.”

I once watched a movie called Bedazzled, starring Brendan Fraser and Elizabeth Hurley. In the movie, Fraser has a crush on a woman in his office named Alison. He vows to do anything to get her to like him. Suddenly, the Devil (in the form of Elizabeth Hurley) appears, offering him seven wishes in exchange for his soul. He accepts. However, there is a satanic twist to each wish, of which Fraser is unaware. He wishes to be rich and married to Alison. He awakes the next morning in a huge mansion married to Alison. Unfortunately, he learns that he’s rich because he’s a Colombian drug lord. Worse yet, he finds out that Alison has been cheating on him with Raoul, his employee. The scene ends with Fraser barely escaping with his life in a violent shootout.

Near the end of the film, Fraser wishes that he had not entered into this deal with the Devil. While sitting in jail, an angel appears next to him. Fraser laments that it's too late; he's too far gone because he sold his soul to the Devil. The angel calmly informs Fraser that the Devil could not buy his soul, since Fraser’s soul belonged to God. On a side note, Fraser ends up with Alison in the end. 

You aren’t part of the cast of Bedazzled. Nobody can claim that it’s too late for you to change your life. Nobody owns your soul, anymore than you own the Los Angeles Dodgers. You may have done nothing for God your entire life, but you can change today. You just have to be willing, and the rest will happen right in front of you. As for the issue of blasphemy, let Elizabeth Hurley worry about that. You’ve got much more important things to do. Get moving!






  








FOURTEEN

_______________
 

Does Death Make Sense?
 

A.  The Case of the Corpse
 

A corpse is a peculiar breed. One minute it is a living, breathing human; the next, it’s an inert mass of lifeless material that has begun to decay. We all instinctively withdraw from a corpse. I was 19 years old when I saw one for the first time at the funeral of my best friend’s dad who had died prematurely. I remember how bizarre it felt to see Mr. Jackson’s lifeless body lying in a casket. I kept wondering where the life within him had gone. 

Death has always struck me as a grim concept. What is death? I realize that it’s the end of physical existence. For the longest time, however, I simply couldn’t make sense of it from a spiritual standpoint. Yes, it’s the jumping-off point for eternity, but why? What was the rationale for human existence on earth once Adam and Eve fell? I wondered why God allowed them to keep living. Why not terminate them right then-and-there, on the spot? Or, why not simply have a permanent on-the-spot sacrifice to cleanse their sin once and for all? Why was it dragged out for thousands of years to infect billions of people? It’s like Adam and Eve started a fire in a heavily occupied hotel. Why didn’t God just put out the fire then, rather than let it consume billions of people? Or, why didn’t God just cancel out Adam and Eve and start over? It's one of the mysteries of God that has always left me scratching my head.

 

B.  Where is God While Atrocities Are Being Committed?
 

I have a friend who has lost his faith. He simply cannot reconcile how a peaceful God would allow millions of babies to suffer from starvation, malnutrition, disease, and war. He is furious that God appears to sit on the sideline, doing nothing, while good people have been murdered, raped, enslaved, and saturated with fear throughout the ages.

To a certain extent, I agree. I cannot understand why God allows such atrocities to happen. So would it help if I throw up my hands and quit? There’s more to it than that. We need to take an adult view of life. Man screwed the place up. There are consequences for our actions and I don’t like it. I despise it. But it is reality.

God has let the consequences of the original sin run their course. God lives in eternity where time has no effect upon him. Whether Adam and Eve were pardoned on the first day, or whether it all ended 20,000 years later, it makes no difference to God. I don’t like this, but it's how God operates.

It’s easy to overlook the fact that God has pardoned us. Jesus wiped out Adam and Eve’s original sin. The results of sin have been forgiven, but the aftereffects of those actions are, for some reason, required to run their course. Although nobody has ever established it scientifically, it may yet come to pass that the physical seed of man that creates one generation after the next finally comes to an end. Humans now live to be about 75 to 85 years old (some longer); but there is a definite limit. Nothing in our physical bodies can live beyond that. At some stage, we simply become too old to continue on, and we wither away and die. However, if we take a microscopic piece of this physical body (i.e., sperm), join it with a slightly different speck of another human’s body (i.e., an egg), we can create a third being that will continue onward for another 75 or 85 years. This process has been repeating itself for thousands of years. But can life so perpetuate itself forever? God may have determined that he will let the physical condition of being human run its natural, physical course before he creates the new heaven and earth. In other words, the original seed of Adam and the original egg of Eve may have a life cycle with a finite number of reproductions. When we reach that limit, the entire system simply will grind to a halt. No more children. No additional people. This may be the point where God starts all over again.

 

C.  “Finish Your Homework”
 

God must believe that everything he started should be completed. The aftermath has to fully play out in response to an action. Picture it this way: presume two teams are scheduled to play a football game. The rules are in place and the opening kickoff sails up in the air. The kick returner fields the ball in the end zone, but then fumbles it. A speedy defender leaps on top of the ball, resulting in a touchdown for his team. Before the game has barely started, one team already leads. At this point, a person unfamiliar with football could say, “Why continue with the game? One team scored, so we might as well declare them the winner and go home” (and of course ask for a refund because of the brevity of play). But we all know the game of football isn't played that way. When the rules are followed, it is a fascinating game that takes time. For football fans, the longer the better! Botched plays just add even more drama and intrigue to the game. 

So before a game is played, its parameters are set. The teams are required to play out the clock, no matter if there are mishaps early on and no matter the score. Yes, the higher-scoring team will win. But you don’t stop the game as soon as one team takes the lead. Human existence is similar. I'm not equating our existence to a celestial game; what I'm saying is that God set parameters and rules for our existence. Simply because we violated those parameters doesn't mean he will automatically end everything abruptly. No more than the referee will end a football game after the initial fumble and touchdown. The game of life must be played out in its entirety. The vagary of death brought on by Adam and Eve could no more stop your life than could the death of your uncle Rick. The game must be played to the end. God will take care of the consequences along the way.

If this is a contest (for lack of a better term), then aren’t there some cruel twists and turns? Would a loving God allow such a vicious sport to continue? Isn’t unjust death or cruel deformities proof that God isn’t watching? Nick Vujicic would beg to differ. Nick was born limbless, other than one stubby toe on the bottom of his torso. Talk about an unfair existence. Nick will never be able to hold children, run, drive a car, ride a bike, use chop sticks, or exercise. In short, Nick’s physical existence in this life is severely limited. But Nick has no desire whatsoever to flip the bird at God (if he could). He's too busy thanking God for his wonderful existence--and he means it. Take the time to look up one of his speeches on YouTube. You will be shocked to see that this man oozes with the love of God. If Nick doesn’t waste time feeling pity for his horrific state, who are we to complain about ours?

Our existence is not solely about comfort, pleasure, or making ourselves feel good. No doubt, God has bestowed countless blessings upon us in this life. However, the true reason for this life is not simply to have a good time, but rather to line ourselves up with God. If we ignore this fact, we ignore reality. If you’re like me, you interpret a relationship with God to mean you can no longer watch football, buy expensive things, or take lavish vacations. But that's wrong. Getting right with God brings joy, not sorrow. Getting right with God is how we were intended to live. Yes, this may require you to give up a few things in this life, but it’s for your own good. It’s similar to the fat guy giving up chocolate cake, not fully comprehending that the loss of this decadent pleasure is actually good for him. To this end, death and destruction in this world bring us to the realization that our current way of living isn’t right and that there is a better way.

Many times we point at the injustices of the world, but we’re really just trying to excuse ourselves. If we could speak with every single person in the world who has ever suffered calamity, we would be shocked to learn that so many of them feel loved by God, even in their current state. You see, it’s not the physical condition of man that matters, but his spiritual state. Calamity, violence, and disease often bring an individual’s spirituality to the forefront. Soldiers don’t like to lose limbs to IEDs, but it’s real. Almost without exception, a person who suffers a profoundly difficult situation is almost always spiritually changed. Sometimes for the worse, but many times for the better. 

 

D.  God is not a Magic Fairy
 

God doesn’t wield a magic wand. The course of this world was set in sinful motion. God is going to deal with it in his own time. He is more of a realist than any human on earth. We need to stop pretending that this world is all that matters. In the grand scope of eternity, it's nothing but a starting point with a fleeting passage. Have you ever been to a planetarium show? It starts on earth and then flies out into space, keeping an eye on earth as it disappears. It becomes apparent that by comparison to the universe, earth is but an insignificant particle. So why do you think the God of the universe needs advice on how he should run this spot of dirt?

We don’t have all the answers. God, many times, looks unfair. But once we face the “unfair” thing God has done and throw it into reverse, planetarium style, we see that it's nothing when we recede from the “unfairness.” There is a reason for every situation, no matter how dire it may be. At boot camp, Marines are tortured into shape. If they were never told the purpose of their training, they would hate their drill sergeant. However, they are grateful for that screaming nut bag when they hit the beach in combat. God has told you that life ain’t easy. The real world is a tough place. God is getting you ready to face the uncertainties of life. There will be casualties. Is it not naive to sit on the sideline and scream at the drill instructor if you have no idea what he's preparing you to face? Man, in his sinful state, could never live in complete holiness with God. Death is the end of this sinful state. It is necessary. This explains an interesting set of verses in Genesis 3:22-24 in which God sends an angel to guard the tree of life after Adam and Eve were bounced from the garden. Man was forbidden to eat from the tree of life, “lest he live forever” in his sinful state. The full import of this verse hit me when I watched a movie called Tuck Everlasting. The movie is a simple love story between two teenagers, with an unusual twist. The boy in the story has a secret that he discloses to his girlfriend: He may look 17 years old, but in reality he's 104. He and his family (unknowingly) drank from the Fountain of Youth. The family didn't realize this until several otherwise-fatal calamities (e.g., falling from high places, getting shot, and getting bitten by a rattlesnake) occurred, but each came through completely unharmed. The family horse drank, too, and survived being shot in an accidental hunting incident.

One character in the movie hunts down the family, hoping that he, too, can drink from the Fountain of Youth. Come to find out, eternal life is a curse. Friends and family members who didn’t drink from the Fountain eventually died. This caused untold pain to the mother, father, and two older sons who did drink and thus outlived the rest of their family and friends.

I gradually realized that we would all tire of each other if we lived in the current human state forever. The longer you live, the more life grinds on you. Idiosyncrasies and habits of others wear thin as time moves forward. As I get older, I have less patience. I wish this were not the case, but it is. If we were to continue living for another million years, we would all face sheer hell. 

When young, you look at life more innocently. If we could retain the spirit of youth forever, it might not be as bad. My wife recently came across a YouTube video of a young man who proposed to his girlfriend at Downtown Disney in California. This was not your typical proposal; the young man went all out. He enlisted 20 friends to help make his proposal a surprise. As the group walked through the crowded walkways of Downtown Disney, two girls stopped and turned on a large CD player. They started dancing to a song called “I Think I Want to Marry You.” As the song progressed, more friends joined in the dance. Then it became apparent that this was choreographed dance, commonly referred to as a flashmob. The boyfriend stood along the sidelines, pretending to be clueless. His girlfriend was equally unaware as she laughed and enjoyed the music. Halfway through the song, the boyfriend ran to the front of the group to lead the dance number. It became obvious that the dancers had practiced extensively; it resembled something straight out of a Michael Jackson video. At the end of the song, the boyfriend dropped down to one knee and proposed to his girlfriend, who was in tears. She accepted. It was a wonderful moment.

That video gave me goose bumps. However, when I went back to watch it another time, I wondered what would eventually become of this young couple who were so much in love. Would the husband one day have an affair? Would they one day despise each other to the point of divorce? What would become of them?

The sad reality of life is that most of our close relationships deteriorate as time goes on. If we were to continue to live in this physical state for extensive times spans, we wouldn’t be able to stand one another. Our patience and understanding would be long gone.

If God had not placed a cherub to protect the tree of life, we would have run into a Tuck Everlasting situation: We’d have had to live in our imperfect state for eternity. 

Love is patient, and in order to live for eternity, one would have to have perfect patience; eternity could only be faced with love that is perfect. Imperfect love would make for a long, long, long arduous eternity. Have you begun to see why death in this realm is a necessary prologue to eternity?

Tuck Everlasting shows us that eternity would gradually devolve to a perpetual existence of fingernails on the chalkboard unless perfect love, patience, and harmony were included in the equation. Otherwise, nobody within his or her right mind would sign up for it. Some of you may think you would. That’s really no different from children who think it would be wonderful to have ice cream for every meal of their lives. In short order, ice cream would get old.. You think it’s bad to hold a grudge? Imagine one 3 trillion years old? Nobody would want this kind of life, which is why God sets limits to its current state. 

 

E.  I Didn’t Do It
 

Which brings me to my next problem with death. We can understand why Adam and Eve needed to sacrifice, but isn’t it a bit unfair that all of their ancestors had to pay for their sin? I'll use another sports analogy to bring this point home. Several years ago, the Los Angeles Lakers obtained a player named Pau Gasol in a trade. Being a Lakers fan, I was positively ecstatic about the trade, as this addition would improve the team. Gasol came to the Lakers in mid-season, joining a team that already had its fair share of losses. The moment Gasol arrived, he was burdened by the team’s poor record. It wasn't fair that he was assigned the negative outfall seeing that he hadn’t played in any of the games; however, basketball is a team sport. All players benefit and suffer from the actions of the team as a whole. Life is similar. A player on the team, Adam, bit the apple. We, as part of the team, have to bite the bullet.

Some of you might be thinking, “It’s not fair that we have to suffer when we weren’t to blame.” In other words, why should we suffer for Adams’ sin? We need to be frank about one thing: It wasn’t Adam who caused us to sin, it was us. We were given a clean slate at birth. We had the right to live this life without sin. And guess what? We've all failed. So, the reality is that we aren’t being blamed for Adams’ sin, we are being blamed for our own.

Fortunately, there exists something more far-reaching than Adam’s sin or your sin: forgiveness. Jesus died to cleanse the effect of Adam’s sin and your sin. All of your sins. When you die, your soul leaves your body and becomes purified by Jesus. This purification allows you to face eternity. The Bible explains in Romans 5:12-21 that sin entered the world through one man (Adam), and that forgiveness of all sin entered the world through the death of one man (Jesus). You think it’s unfair that you have to pay for Adam’s sin? Well, you don’t. Jesus paid for your sins so you would not have to do so. You are not held responsible for the sins of Adam if you will accept what Christ has done for you. And please stop complaining that it seems unfair that you have to accept this gift. If you're hungry, do you refuse to eat food because it’s offered?

We can have complete cleansing merely by accepting the gift. Is it really that hard to accept the gift God has given you and to stop worrying about starving babies in Africa for a minute? God holds out a gift. Take it. Let him worry about injustice. In case you haven’t noticed, God has eternity to address every single injustice that has ever occurred—and will occur. By the time the final curtain falls, I think it’s safe to say God will have righted every wrong that ever came about. 

Death is a freakish anomaly. As we travel through life, we’re forced to deal with innumerable, uncomfortable situations. The worst thing you can do is discard Jesus Christ, the guy who has power over death. It’s time to stop playing the blame game and start living according to the way God wants you to live. Many of you have probably never tried it, and still claim it won’t work. If Nick Vujicic can travel the world with no arms and legs and gleefully declare that God is a gracious and loving being, then maybe you should give it a try too. Stop trying to cure every problem in the world; you can only deal with your life. Let God work on your life. Don’t worry about problems in the lives of everybody else. That’s God’s business. He has promised to take care of you if you let him. What have you got to lose? Death is only a weigh station on the journey to God. 






  








FIFTEEN

_______________
 

The End of Faith? 
 

A.  Silly Stuff?
 

Richard Dawkins once said, “Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think…”5

Friedrich Nietzsche defined faith as “not wanting to know what is true.”

Mark Twain said, “Faith is believing in that which I know ain’t so.”

Dawkins also said, “[It] is capable of driving people to such dangerous folly that faith seems to me to qualify as a kind of mental illness.”

Do you really have to be mentally ill to be a Christian? Does faith start where reason ends? Do you have to be a complete idiot to have faith? 

The secular media perpetuates the notion that faith requires a person to downsize his or her IQ. But is that really what the Bible teaches or is this just another piece of secular fiction? 

Faith is a big mountain to climb. Let’s be frank: it’s much easier not to have faith. We’d rather see everything spelled out logically and not have to make any effort to believe. However, that is not the hand we’ve been dealt. Our quest is to determine if faith is idiotic or if it is a reflection of brilliance. It has to be one or the other. 

When I was in college, we had a community refrigerator that everybody in the dorm could use. I once placed a half-gallon of ice cream in the freezer. The ice cream was in one of those square cartons that could open from the top or the bottom. I would periodically pull out the carton, scoop some ice cream into a bowl, and then put it back in the freezer until next time. I enjoyed this ritual. On one occasion, I went to the fridge to scoop myself some more ice cream. I had eaten about half of the carton, so I had plenty for another bowl. However, on this particular occasion, my spoon broke through the bottom layer of ice cream and into thin air. Someone had been eating my ice cream from the bottom up; the lower half of the ice cream carton was empty! I didn’t know the culprit, but clearly someone had been there. 

Faith is a lot like the lower half of my carton of ice cream: you can’t see anything, but you know something’s there. Hebrews 11:1 tells us that “Faith is the . . . evidence of things not seen.” When most people read this verse, they immediately notice its mention of things being unseen. It’s easy to throw up your hands at this point and say, “Great, I’ll never be able to see anything, so I won’t be able to prove that faith is real.” We need to stop worrying about what we can’t see; instead look for indirect evidence of God. If such evidence exists, we should be able to find it. In 2 Peter 1:16, Peter declared that we “have not followed cunningly devised fables.” 

 

B.  Check Your Brain at the Door? 
 

So who’s right? Is there evidence to support our faith, or are we just dumb cattle mooing as the herd pushes us forward?Let’s start by looking at what is readily available. What do we have to prove that God is real? Let’s use that gray mass between your ears. God has declared that your mind will play an integral part in your faith. In Mark 12:30, we are told to love God with our minds. That statement alone sets Christianity apart from every other religion in existence. God is inviting intelligent critical thinking to the party; that is not something that a false religion would do. People who perpetrate fraud want nothing to do with strict scrutiny; yet, that is precisely what Jesus has asked you to do: strictly scrutinize him and God. If close inspection is welcomed, then it logically follows that you won’t be asked to believe things that completely defy logic. You may be thinking, “The concept of God defies logic.” No, that isn’t necessarily true. This world has shown us that everything we stumble upon that appears to have been built by an intelligent being was, in fact, built by an intelligent being. The Pyramids of Giza? Built by intelligent beings. The Great Wall of China? Built by intelligent beings. Smartphones? Smart folks. 747s? Same. In-N-Out Burger? Einstein at his peak! From the outset, your brain is aware that awe-inspiring architecture is built by architects. To suggest that an intelligent being built a brilliantly running universe is hardly a leap in logic. 

 

C.  You Don’t Need Blinders
 

Nonetheless, faith is constantly ridiculed as blind belief. Carl Sagan once said, “The idea that God is an oversized white male with a flowing beard who sits in the sky and tallies the fall of every sparrow is ludicrous. But if by 'God' one means the set of physical laws that govern the universe, then clearly there is such a God. This God is emotionally unsatisfying... it does not make much sense to pray to the law of gravity.” Upon close-up examination, isn’t Sagan’s quote even more ridiculous than believing in God? He, in essence, has said, “It’s ridiculous to believe that a man made a car. However, if by the term man we are referring to the car, then there is such a thing as man. A car is an unemotional being. It does not make sense to pray to a car.” Sagan’s statement completely defies common sense, yet, somehow, it has been widely quoted and applauded.

Is it so blind to believe that a person of super intellect designed a super nova or Niagra Falls? Is that blind faith or does this conclusion logically flow from the facts?

Anthony Flew, perhaps the foremost atheist of the 20th Century, made a profound u-turn when he got around to observing the universe objectively. He said, “Although I was once sharply critical of the argument for design, I have since come to see that, when correctly formatted, this argument constitutes a persuasive case for the existence of God.” While Flew did not convert to Christianity, he admittedly believes in God. 

 

D.  No-Brainers
 

If viewed objectively, one can only come to the conclusion that an intelligent being is behind the entire universe. I’m not asking you to explain where this intelligent being came from, or how he came into being. I am simply asking you to deduce that items of genius are built by geniuses. Doesn’t it logically follow? Does this cause your IQ to drop? If there is a logical component to faith, then why is it ridiculed? Sure faith is threatening to some; that is why it is trivialized. 

If we’re going to be grown-ups about this, we have to admit that, if faith is true, it changes everything. Some people simply don’t like that fact. There was a time when people thought cigarettes couldn’t hurt you. When the devastating effects were exposed, it became an inconvenient truth to a lot of people. Likewise, if faith is true, there are scads of people who have some explaining to do about how they are living. To this end, if faith can be marginalized, its opponents feel more at ease. How many Hollywood films have you seen in which people of faith are belittled, ridiculed, and made to look downright stupid. Why is this? Isn’t it apparent that there is an agenda behind the assault on faith?

Now, before we go any further, I want you to refrain from running from the word agenda. I am not suggesting that there is an agenda against particular political parties in our society. Such agendas may or may not exist. That is something entirely different. Your political affiliation has nothing to do with whether there is an agenda against faith. Rather, I want you to look at the evidence and see if there is an agenda against faith. That’s all. 

Faith survives intelligence. It challenges individuals to accept facets after deep analysis. We travel by airplane because we have faith that it will get us from one place to another safely. This is not blind faith. If airplanes had just been invented last week, most people would be reluctant to trust them. We have faith in airplanes because we’ve concluded from extensive examples that in virtually every instance they arrive at their destination with all passengers intact.

We have faith that Advil or Tylenol will help alleviate a headache. But only because years of clinical studies proved it to be true. After we learned that this product had been tested and was safe, we used it. Our belief in this product is built upon logic and understanding, not upon ignorance or mere hope.

Virtually every product, medication, or mode of mass transit we depend on requires our constant faith. We have faith that our car will start when we turn the key, faith that the bridge won’t collapse when we drive over it, and faith that our cell phone will work when we punch its numbers. Getting through an average day requires buckets of faith. So why do folks like Dawkins, Twain, and Nietzsche suggest that you are a bumbling fool for having faith in God? It’s called “agenda.”

 

E.  Agendas Galore
 

This book is for grown-ups. If the thought of an “agenda” instantly causes you to recoil, stop and ask yourself why. Do you honestly believe that there are no agendas today? The media have agendas to fulfill. Plain and simple. Much of the media holds itself out to be expert on faith. But why would Stephen Hawking know more about faith than you? Why is Nietzsche the end-all when it comes to analyzing faith? What did Mark Twain ever do that caused him to cultivate a superior understanding of faith? Nothing. These people have no greater insight into faith than the clerk at the local liquor store. 

To reclaim your faith, you must scrap the pathetic definitions given to faith by the popular media. The secular media has a jaded dislike for people of faith. Tim Tebow, avowed born-again Christian and quarterback for the Denver Broncos, had a breakout year his second season in the NFL. He was not expected to be successful, but he was. This didn’t sit well with the national media, who seemed to be galled by the fact that Tebow would bend on one knee and give thanks to the Lord. This prayer ritual became known as “Tebowing.” In college, Tebow painted John 3:16 onto his eye black for each game. When Tebow started having success in the NFL, he was marginalized at every turn, even though he lead his team to the playoffs. Why the great consternation over Tebow succeeding? His faith. Comedian Bill Maher, an avowed atheist, took great joy in seeing Denver lose on Christmas Eve 2011 to the Buffalo Bills, endangering their chances of making the playoffs. Maher stated in a Tweet, “Wow, Jesus just f**ked Tim Tebow bad! And on Xmas Eve! Somewhere in hell Satan is tebowing, saying to Hitler ‘Hey, Buffalo’s killing them.’” At the core of Maher’s Twitter rant was an assumption that people of faith are buffoons. Why is that? John 3:19-21 summed it up perfectly: “ . . . people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works were evil. For everyone who does wicked things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed.” As for Tebow, he got the last laugh when his team won its first-round playoff game in overtime against favored Pittsburgh. Most ironic was that Tebow finished his first playoff victory with 316 yards passing and set an NFL record with 31.6 yards per completion. I call that divine humor. 

Now, don’t get me wrong: I don’t think God really cares who wins a game. It is somewhat silly when an athlete prays for success, since his success will result in someone else’s failure. God could not be that trivial. The point I’m making, however, is that Bill Maher’s venom was much more the result of his disdain for God, than it was the rambling of a disgruntled Steelers’ fan. 

 

F.  Adios Santa
 

Start to reclaim your faith by realizing that you aren’t an idiot for having it in the first place. Just look at the evidence while acknowledging that there is an agenda against you. It’s like the old saying, “You’re not crazy if they really are after you.” The media are after you. Do you think it any coincidence that many facets of Christmas have increasingly become anathema? Schools have gone so far as to outlaw Santa Clause, as he’s an indirect symbol of Christianity. Crosses are ordered removed from war memorials. In San Diego, a legal battle has been waging over the memorial cross on Mt. Soledad for the last 20 years. The cross sat unnoticed for decades until it met up with somebody who had an agenda. The ten commandments are illegal as they cannot be displayed in public. Prayer is prohibited in public. The list goes on. There is actual hatred expressed against Christ. With this in mind, you should understand why the popular media will never treat people of faith in a fair vein. It just won’t happen. Stop waiting for it to happen. This is not an attempt to make you paranoid and distrustful of the media; rather, I’m merely asking you to look at the whole situation. It should become clear that there is a decided motive behind the media lampooning faith. 

Once we expose the media’s agenda, we can move on to looking at the evidence to support faith, rather than getting sidetracked by stupid snarky quotes demeaning faith. In reality, intelligence is a copartner of faith, not its enemy. 

 

G.  Thinking Caps on Please
 

So, what else is there to support the existence of faith? How about common sense? You have a unique ability to analyze situations and determine their plausibility based upon common sense. Suppose I tell you, “I rode to work today on a magic, fire-breathing dragon” You will rightfully conclude that there is a gas leak in my furnace; I have been inadvertently breathing heavy doses while I sleep. However, if I tell you, “One day, I will be able to fly without the aid of an airplane,” you will conclude that my statement may be true. We know that flying is possible; it is not an insurmountable leap of reasoning to determine that the same technology may be redirected to help humans to fly without airplanes. My statement is premised upon valid facts. 

Common sense tells you that it’s not safe to jump out of flying airplanes without parachutes, water ski on the Serengeti River, or scratch the chin of a hungry lion. So why do people lack intuition when it comes to determining whether the astounding universe was built by someone with incomprehensible intelligence? Isn’t that common sense? 

Since I was little I’ve been taught that men descended from monkeys. It was perceived that only the mentally disabled believed that science hadn’t already eviscerated the whole of Christianity. The fact of the matter is that science is not an enemy of faith. We are taught the opposite by the popular media, but that’s not accurate. True, unfiltered science poses no risk to faith, but unfortunately, those with an agenda contort science to say things it doesn’t say. When Jesus said that you were to worship God with your mind, he meant, “Use your brain to see if this stuff makes sense and, if it does, give glory to the one who made it.” 

Richard Dawkins, Stephen Hawking, and Bertrand Russell have employed a powerful tool to diminish faith: science. If you call their bluff, you’ll realize that you can reclaim faith by challenging science head-on. You don’t have to be a Rhodes Scholar or a physicist at MIT to look at the issues raised by science and realize that many of the claims are preposterous and nothing less than religious-type dogma. You just need to feed an open mind. And don’t fall for this notion that all science is 100% reliable all of the time. There’s a reason why scientists refer to many theories as just that: theories. For example, evolution makes amazing claims about life evolving over millions of years, but has utterly no explanation for the Cambrian Explosion - undisputed fossil evidence which essentially destroys the theory of evolution. Likewise, scientists who believe in a Big Bang theory without divine involvement, are incapable of disputing the Anthropic Principle and its mind-boggling statistical probabilities which unerringly could only point to a creator.6
I am suggesting that individuals misconstrue what appears to be science that in reality is not science. 

So how does common sense prove that God is real? God is based upon facts; the concept of God is pretty straightforward. In his masterful book, The Fingerprint of God, astrophysicist Hugh Ross makes an compelling scientific argument that God formed the universe. Science readily acknowledges that the universe is finite in time. Most estimates place the age of the universe at 13.75 billion years. Give or take a few months. In other words, 14 billion years ago there was absolutely nothing in existence. Nothing. No dirt, wind, space, atoms, cold, heat, day, or night. Nothing as in nothing. The Latin phrase, ex nihilo nihil fit translates, “Out of nothing, comes nothing.” So scientists and Christians both agree that there was a point in time when our entire universe began. The more important question is ‘who came up with the idea of rolling out this whole ball of wax?’ Many respected people tell us that the universe jump-started itself. Does your Harley Davidson ever jump-start itself? Never. The universe is infinitely more complex than a Harley. How can something that doesn’t exist kick-start itself? You don’t even need a high school diploma to determine that intelligent people can say some ridiculous things. 

 

H.  Move Over Evolution
 

George Wald, prominent evolutionist, Harvard University biochemist, and Nobel Laureate, wrote, “When it comes to the Origin of Life there are only two possibilities: creation or spontaneous generation.”7 There is no third option.

So, we are left with only two options: this place created itself or somebody created it. Which explanation seems more logical? 

It has been assumed for decades that science held the answers to creation and that Christianity held nothing but an embarrassing, unscientific explanation. Think again. Let me give you an example. Let’s assume that a new neighborhood is built on the outskirts of town. One of those developments that throws up a beautiful clubhouse and several model homes to entice buyers. Pretend that you and a good friend happen upon the complex and go in to look at the homes. When you enter, your buddy immediately becomes entranced with a model and buys it. On the other hand, you aren’t smitten with any model and you tell the sales lady, “I’d like to buy a home here, but I don’t like any of the models.” The sales lady suggests that you can buy a vacant lot and have your own contractor build the home. This appeals to you, as you really like the location of the community. You buy the lot.

Months later, your buddy and his family are over at your new home, enjoying dinner together. He says that he really likes your new home. You reply, “The funniest thing happened after we bought this lot. We didn’t have any money to build, so we just came by and watered the soil a few days a week. One day, we arrived and this perfect home had just appeared overnight on our lot.” Your buddy would conclude that you are either joking or in serious need of psycho tropic medication. Homes do not spring up of their own accord. Any six-year-old knows this. Which brings to mind something my six-year-old nephew Tyler once said. My brother Eric and I (both lawyers) had tried a real estate fraud case together. One critical witness got on the stand and gave some scarcely credible testimony about someone named “Jack.” During cross-examination, I asked him, “Isn’t it true that Jack is your uncle?” The witness did not want to admit his bias by acknowledging that Jack was his uncle, so he tried to equivocate by saying, “He’s married to my aunt.” When my brother later relayed this odd bit of testimony to his wife, six-year-old Tyler overheard the comment and asked, “Wouldn’t that maker him his uncle?” If a six-year-old can spot testimony meant to mislead, so can you.

Science constantly trots out bright people to spout facts akin to “Jack is married to my aunt” (presumably with fingers crossed behind their backs). They hope that most people don’t realize how ridiculous the “scientific” statement is. This avoids true, critical analysis. Why is this? Why twist science to make faith look stupid? To preserve an agenda. Just like the media. 

How does science keep a straight face when it teaches that, even though “out of nothing, comes nothing,” precisely the opposite happened; that everything came out of nothing? Don’t swallow this absurdity; give it careful thought. Science teaches that a nearly infinite amount of “houses” built themselves and without any materials to do so. Does this theory blow common sense out of the water or what? In other words, you must suspend reality to believe in this pseudo science. Science makes this leap of logic without blinking an eye. You want to talk about faith: this requires faith on a level that few Christians short of Billy Graham have reached.

Blind faith is required to believe in portions of science and evolution. But it gets better. Beyond science’s failure to explain where the building materials came from in the first place, science can neither explain how these building materials had the knowledge to assemble themselves. Let’s assume I buy a freight train load of lumber and stack it into a large pile. Assume also that I buy proportionally large stacks of nails, drywall, and cement and place these items into large piles. If I left these stacks sitting alone for 100 years, what would I have? I would have stacks of items that had weeds growing out of them or items that had largely rotted or rusted. Come back 20,000 years later, by now the stacks might have been blown asunder by storms over the years, or (even the nails) would have likely disintegrated. Common sense tells you that, if left unattended, the last thing we would find when we came back 20,000 years from now, would be a tall building that these raw materials had assembled themselves into. Yet, that is precisely what science teaches: that unexplained “stacks” of items inexplicably and mysteriously turned themselves into complex organisms. Nothing even comparable to this occurs in the known universe. And Dawkins suggests that faith manifests mental illness? 

As you can see, science (at a minimum) requires as much faith as Christianity. This leaves us at a crossroads with one fact that intersects both Christianity and science: Something self-existed at some point in time. It takes faith to believe that God is behind it all, but this is hardly blind faith. It’s logical faith, as the only persuasive conclusion is that a Super Being designed and produced everything. 

When we look at the universe, we encounter one overriding, irrefutable showing of God’s hand. Every speck of the universe, right down to every single one of its 1.7 x 10 to the 77th power atoms, is filled with splendor and wonder beyond imagination. Look at a simple piece of dirt under a microscope. You will stand in awe of how organized and complex it is. Allan Sandage,
winner of the Crafoord Prize in Astronomy,
stated, “I find it quite improbable that such order came out of chaos. There has to be some organizing principle. God to me is a mystery but is the explanation for the miracle of existence, why there is something instead of nothing.”8 Fred Hoyle, British astrophysicist and avowed atheist,
said, “A common sense interpretation of the facts suggests that a super intellect has monkeyed with physics, as well as with chemistry and biology, and that there are no blind forces worth speaking about in nature. The numbers one calculates from the facts seem to me so overwhelming as to put this conclusion almost beyond question.”9


Are you slowly beginning to see that your faith is built upon rationality? Close perusal of all indications in the universe logically compels the conclusion that a super intellect (God) created everything. The empirical evidence consistently supports such a conclusion. You aren’t a fool for having faith. 

 

I.  Evolving Away From Evolution
 

Some of you might have trouble relinquishing theories such as evolution. You have religiously believed it your whole life. It was taught in school. Time magazine regularly runs articles espousing the truth of evolution. How could it be fake? Aren’t some aspects of it true? Don’t some creatures adapt to circumstances? Yes, but isn’t that a reflection of intelligence rather than sheer happenstance? If you see a child walking to school on a rainy day wearing a rain coat, you conclude that his parents or caretaker gave it to him. You don’t presume that it grew on him while he slept. The point is that you aren’t sacrificing your intellect by calling evolution into question. It’s more like quitting smoking or bouncing junk food from your diet. The sooner you see it for the fraud it actually is, the better off you will be. This statement likely offends some of you who have been trained to believe otherwise. The irony of evolution is that, when analyzed closely and scientifically, it fails on multiple levels. 

Consider that in order for something to evolve it must first exist. As noted, I cannot build a home without first acquiring building materials. However, evolution teaches that it built its home out of thin air. You dispute this claim? Then how does evolution account for its building materials? It doesn’t. Have you ever heard something that is so absurd? We find the heart of this foolishness in a quote from the forward of the 100th anniversary edition of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, whose forward was written in 1959 by famous British evolutionary anthropologist, Sir Arthur Keith. He admits: “Evolution is unproved and unprovable. We believe it only because the only alternative is special creation, and that is unthinkable.” George Wald, likewise, candidly admitted that his faith in evolution was a grope in the dark. Wald said, “Spontaneous generation was disproved one hundred years ago, but that leads us to only one other conclusion, that of supernatural creation. We cannot accept that on philosophical grounds; therefore, we choose to believe the impossible: that life arose spontaneously by chance!”10 Do you still believe that there is no agenda behind science’s attempt to discredit faith? These scientists are saying that there is no scientific proof whatsoever to support evolution. This isn’t surprising—Fred Hoyle estimates the probability for chance, random arrangement of amino acids for all of life’s 2,000 enzymes is 10-40,000. Please bear in mind that the mathematical zero is 10-50, and that any value smaller than the mathematical zero is relegated by mathematicians to the realm of “never happening.”11 Mathematically it is impossible for evolution to have occurred. 

The evidence in the universe unquestionably points toward the influence of an unimaginably sapient being. It would be illogical to conclude otherwise. This is some of the “evidence” that exists to support your belief in God. Just think, if the universe wasn’t controlled by a resplendent mind then it would be a scatterbrained, confusing blend of idiocy and defect. We find precisely the opposite. The universe is an incredibly fine-tuned machine, right down to every creature in it, including the tiniest insect. This is powerful circumstantial evidence in support of the existence of God. 

 

J.  Why Fight It?
 

Well, if faith is so obvious then why do people lack it? God’s eternal, self-existence is freakishly scary and incomprehensible. When we try to explain where God came from, a roadblock to our faith starts to form. We’ve been fine up until this point, but suddenly we’ve hit the proverbial brick wall. Frail attempts have been made to explain this difficult concept. A common, canned response is that God exists outside of space and time. Therefore, He is not governed by the laws of the universe. Whatever that means. Or, I hear profundities such as, “Only created objects are subject to cause and effect: God was not created, therefore, he is not subject to the laws of cause and effect.” This is a classic non-sequitur. It doesn’t explain “Where did God come from?” That is like trying to clarify snow skiing to a fish. Neither of these arguments solves the problem because we simply cannot comprehend what it means to be outside of space and time. 

So how do you explain the unexplainable? The following statement might be hard to assimilate, but all Christians must confront this issue: “We can see that God created everything, we just can’t explain how he created the universe.” We can explain that the universe is teeming with genius and perfectly constructed, but that the builder and his construction techniques remain a huge mystery. This may sound like a cop-out, but it’s reality. The failure to explain where God came from does not make evolution true. It is fairly evident that God is behind everything, but his existence cannot be explained. In Exodus 3:14, God described himself as “I Am.” I think this description of God is perfect: I Am. He doesn’t explain his lineage; rather, he simply states that he exists. If this is the truth, is there a simpler way to state it? God cannot come from something because he has always existed. 

For those of us whose faith weakens at times, take comfort that nothing in the Bible requires us to figure out where God came from (or how he managed everything). Isaiah 55:9 declares, “As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” Translation: “You will never figure me out.” Indeed, to be able to do so, we would have to be God’s siblings or parent.

In the end, there is nothing stupid about having faith. Nor is there anything wrong with confessing “I believe that God built everything, but I have no clue where God came from.” Both statements are true. Have you seen anything to disprove this statement? Not being able to explain God’s existence doesn’t show that he did not make this place. Someone did - common sense says that. Which is saner to believe: God builds complex things or that complex things build themselves? Faith does not require you to solve the mysteries of the universe to get into heaven. It simply requires you to thank God for loving you. That’s it. 
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Fat Nuns and Priests
 

A.  The Cause of New Year’s Resolutions
 

One thing I truly dislike about the Christmas season is that I always come out the backside of the holidays needing to wear sweat pants. I assure myself each year that I am going to watch my diet during the holidays; why I make this promise is unclear.

Daydream with me a moment. At a Christmas party you have just polished off your fourth brownie of the night (I’m sure that’s never happened). You’ve also sampled half a box of See’s candy and washed it down with two cups of eggnog. And that’s all before dinner. After several weeks of such indulgences, either your clothes have all shrunk in the wash or the need to diet looms. 

You discover that nothing is wrong with your washing machine. Therefore, catering to your gratifications must be to blame for your bloated state. Realizing that your past diet habits have proven ineffective, you decide to attend a weight loss clinic to avoid having to ditch your entire wardrobe. 

When you arrive at the weight loss clinic, you see a lot of overweight people sitting in the waiting room. You plunk yourself down and pick up a book entitled The Good Doctor’s Diet Book from the table in front of you. A short while later, the receptionist sends you back to the doctor’s office. 

As you sit waiting for the doctor, the door pops open. In walks the nurse to take your vital signs. She’s not what you expect; you’re somewhat stunned. She stands about five foot two and must weigh close to 250 pounds. She is probably as tall lying down as standing up. You are completely taken aback, but try to hide it. As she asks you questions about your health, you can’t help but notice that she is out of breath and having a hard time doing basic tasks. The peculiar irony of the situation is not lost on you. She asks about your exercise habits and chides you on your inconsistency. It’s all you can do to keep from laughing. She leaves the room a minute later, breathing loudly as she exits. You think to yourself, Did I come in the right door?

A few minutes later, the door bumps open and in waddles your doctor. He is relatively young, in his mid-40s, but he carries a cane. It’s not due to injury. He, too, is morbidly obese. You suddenly begin to wonder if you are on Candid Camera or Punk’d. You aren’t. Your doctor lands heavily upon his stool. His excess flab spills over the sides of the chair. He proceeds to give you advice on good eating habits. He then gives you a copy of The Good Doctor’s Diet Book. Amazingly, he is the author. He insists that if you follow the guidelines laid out in the book, you will one day attain perfect health.

Will you return to this clinic? Do you have any faith that you will drop weight or that The Good Doctor’s Diet Book could possibly have any value to you?

When you get home, you decide to read the book anyway. Sure enough, the book gives great advice on how to lose weight and keep it off. You’re still trying to comprehend this medical staff’s wretched physical condition. If the doctor and nurse had followed the Doctor’s own advice in the book, then they, too, would be in better shape. So what happened?

 

B.  Christianity Would Be Easier Without Christians
 

People look at Jesus’ pronouncements the same way. How could they possibly have any intrinsic value since his followers are the most unsympathetic, demanding, judgmental people in society? Voltaire once said, “Of all religions the Christian is without doubt the one which should inspire tolerance most, although up to now the Christians have been the most intolerant of all men.”

I agree. Many times, I feel more comfortable around non-Christians than Christians. With a non-Christian, you usually know what you’re getting. No pretense; just natural fellow men. They speak their minds. In plain terms. Conversely, each time I scratch the surface of Christians, I encounter people who many times don’t seem all that human. I invariably find the equivalent of the fat doctor; their approach to Christianity belies the teachings of Jesus. What’s wrong here?

A huge obstacle to remaining a Christian is, quite frankly, other would-be Christians around you. I’m not sure if it’s intentional, but Christians tend to be the most scripted people alive. What the Christian community lacks is the ability to practice what Jesus preaches. Neither the nurse nor the usual Christian can conceal their inadequacies. 

A recent television show, Strange Obsessions, chronicled an 18-year-old girl with a strange fixation: She loved to eat plastic. She had been doing this since she was six. She ate plastic utensils, television remote controls, water bottles, and her favorite: plastic stir straws. She ate at least 15 stir straws a day. She was obsessively compelled to eat this stuff. She loved the texture of plastic in her mouth and how it made her feel. 

Christians dote on strange rites as well. They are fanatical about rendering judgments, but have little room for compassion. Why the bizarre hang-up with judgment when the whole point of Jesus coming was to help us avoid it? If you were on a plane running out of fuel, the first thing that you’d want is a parachute. Suppose there were enough parachutes for everyone. Wouldn’t it seem strange if the pilot lectured about how painful the crash would be, rather than handing out parachutes? 

I’ve spent over thirty years in the church and still cannot comprehend the Christian’s fascination with judgment. Most downright salivate over uncovering faults in others. There is a Johnny Cochran-type rush to judgment. For reasons unexplained, even though Jesus said that he did not come to judge the world, Christians feel a compulsive need to do so. No matter the topic, Christians stand ready to judge. No holds barred. Why this complete lack of mercy? Why is it that many Christians so fear mercy that they choose to view it as nothing more than an excuse to sin and therefore to be avoided? 

In the many years that I have been a Christian, I could probably count on one hand (maybe two) people who actually embodied the spirit of Christ and practiced it. It is ironic that one of its truest practitioners in the 1900s wasn’t even a Christian—or so people say. It was Mahatma Gandhi. The man lived and breathed the true word of God. He gave aid to the poor and gave hope to a nation. He turned his cheek to violence. He read the “Sermon on the Mount” and thought that it was a direct revelation from God to him.12 If God wanted a role model of Christian values, he unquestionably would have selected Gandhi. Yet your average Christian will declare that Gandhi was not a Christian. Gandhi confirmed that when he said, “If it weren't for Christians, I'd be a Christian.” How can Christians despise a man who loved God, carried the New Testament in his pocket, read it on a daily basis, and lived by it?

 

C.  A Dearth of Authentic Christians
 

Why, if the Christian message is so ethereal and so life-transforming, do we rarely see a Christian fit that mold? If asked to name famous people who honestly lived a godly life, we would tick off Billy Graham, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mother Teresa, and Gandhi. Other than these folks, who in the public has really lived a life that inspired you spiritually? On the other hand, we have no problem rattling off the names of Christian ministers who fell prey to scandals or the countless priests who were pedophiles. Christians also lick their chops whispering the scandals of church members, and non-members as well. Eleanor Roosevelt once said, “Great minds discuss ideas, average minds discuss events, small minds discuss people.” When we think of these supposed Christians, they don’t resemble Christ in any manner. Does the abundance of such Christians prove that this Ecclesiastical “diet book” - the Bible - doesn’t work?

There is a host of reasons why you should not have faith in God. Most of them have to do with his sheep. Comedian Emo Phillips related a funny tale of how the sheep of God tend to make life miserable for each other. He said, “I was walking across a bridge one day, and I saw a man standing on the edge, about to jump off. So I ran over and said 'Stop! Don't do it!' 'Why shouldn't I?' he asked. I said, 'Well, there's so much to live for!' He said, 'Like what?' I said, 'Well...are you religious or atheist?' He said, 'Religious.' I said, 'Me too! Are you Christian or Buddhist?' He said, 'Christian.' I said, 'Me too! Are you Catholic or Protestant?' He said, 'Protestant.' I said, 'Me too! Are you Episcopalian or Baptist?' He said, 'Baptist!' I said, 'Wow! Me too! Are you Baptist Church of God or Baptist Church of the Lord?' He said, 'Baptist Church of God!' I said, 'Me too! Are you original Baptist Church of God, or are you reformed Baptist Church of God?' He said, 'Reformed Baptist Church of God!' I said, 'Me too! Are you Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1879, or Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1915?' He said, 'Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1915!' I said, 'Die, heretic scum,' and pushed him off.”

Many people shun joining these neighing sheep. Can you blame them? It’s like signing up with a dysfunctional family. But, if we’re honest with ourselves, we have to admit that all families are dysfunctional, Christian or not. Any group of humans, no matter how noble the cause, will eventually have catty strife and bickering enter the equation. You cannot base your relationship with Christ upon how you perceive his followers; no more than you can reject water because the stuff they serve in some benighted countries is disgusting. 

One thing that held me back from being a real Christian for a long time was the unreasonably high expectations the church placed upon me. When I first became a Christian, we were told to read our Bibles every day. Every single day. At our high school Bible studies, my youth pastor would ask people if we were upholding our duty of reading the Bible every day. It became a competition. People started bragging about how many chapters of the Bible they read each day; How many hours a day they spent reading the Bible. I never got the sense that this was being done out of love, or for the message the Bible imparts, but rather out of obligation. Those bent on maintaining this high clip also seemed to be the unhappiest. Reading the Bible every single day became a chore to me. Many people forget that we are supposed to read the Bible to absorb its lessons. It makes little sense to read it for the sake of reading. It would be strange indeed if you decided to learn how to swim by reading a book about swimming, yet never went swimming. It makes much more sense to read the Bible once a month, and to put into practice daily what you’ve gleaned, than to read it daily yet never apply it to your life. 

 

D.  Finding Jesus In Australia
 

An episode of Dateline NBC featured a confused Christian who decided that he needed to find himself. He chose the Outback in Australia as his venue. He brought his backpack and a copy of the Bible. He had little experience and soon ran into trouble. He got lost, ran out of water, and began to aimlessly wander in the vast, scalding South Australian desert. When he didn’t come home upon his scheduled return date, his family in San Francisco notified the Australian National Guard. A massive manhunt was undertaken to find him. The search went on for days. Slowly, clues of this hapless hiker began turning up. They found his jacket, his personal belongs, and empty cans of food. But he remained missing. A few days later, they found a campsite and the man’s Bible. The situation looked bleak, as he would never leave his Bible behind since he read it daily. His family surmised that he had lost his mind. A few days later, a helicopter spotted the man walking in a dry riverbed, still very much alive. The family was stunned. They later told him they thought he was dead because he left his Bible behind. He said something quite compelling. He had left his Bible because he realized that he didn’t need it. He wanted to know God; ritualistically reading the Bible just didn’t do it for him.

Being a Christian is not about following rules and fulfilling obligations; it’s about living a real life while following basic moral guidelines. Author G.K. Chesterton summed it up perfectly: “Let your religion be less of a theory and more of a love affair.”

What is it about the modern church that wants little to do with the love of God and seems to crave legalism? Chances are, if you tell a Bible study group, “We need to spend more time loving people,” somebody will unquestionably suggest that you are trying to keep people from the judgment of God—as if that’s a bad thing. It has become a default response for Christians that if somebody suggests that love and mercy need to be shown, such a person must be subliminally suggesting that Christians be allowed to sin. 

Many churches prefer legalism to grace. God did not come to weigh us down with dogma. Jesus was particularly perturbed by the Pharisees who did just that. I find it ironic that many churches today excoriate the Pharisees for doing the very things that these same churches appear to be doing today. Jesus came to help us enjoy this life and in turn give us life more abundantly. He did not ask us to read five chapters of the Bible, pray for half an hour, and share our faith with two people each day. While all of these may have their place in moderation, they should not have the primary focus. A young boy will never enjoy his new bicycle for Christmas if you can’t get beyond reading the assembly instructions. Reading dieting tips is helpful, but not if followed to the extreme. Anorexia nervosa is undershooting the runway when trying to slim down. Following rigid rules and ideology insisted upon by many churches is, likewise, undershooting the runway. Micah 6:8 tells us, “And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” That’s it. Galations 6:2 also succinctly states, “Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”

Jesus laid down very few rules, but the church continues to add its own, wholly unnecessary rules. You are required to walk humbly before God, help others, and tender mercy. That is the core of the Christian message. Where these additional rules come in is beyond me. It’s almost as if many Christians feel the need to flog themselves with rules and regulations to demonstrate to others their love of God. Worse yet, they berate anybody standing nearby who does not follow their same rigid creed. Fredrich Nietzsche once said, “I might believe in the Redeemer if His followers looked more Redeemed.”

Jesus had compassion for the masses; he came to help the sick. Few have followed his lead. We are too busy reading about what we should do rather than just doing it.

Christians need to stop scaring and guilting others into becoming Christians. When I was young, my church had altar calls at every service. I got saved several times a year. The music would cue up, the lights would go down, and my pastor would call sinners forward. Most nights, he would wait and wait, saying things like, “I know that there’s one more person out there. God is tugging at your heart. Come.” This would prompt me to feel nervous. Was I that last person to be saved? Did my “saving” wear off? I would feel guilty. When my pastor would implore, “Come,” I went. I was usually embarrassed since most of my friends thought I was a Christian already. IIIIIIIII thought I was a Christian already. But, fear of rejecting this opportunity to make sure usually got me on my feet and forward to the front of the church. 

This is forced Christianity. Many of us have lived it and it’s fake. Not that you attempted to be phony by acting this way, but life under these circumstances is not true spiritual life. 

God has a simple plan to follow. Forget about all of the fat people who aren’t following his diet. Love God, love mercy, and try to do good. That’s what you should be gleaning from the Bible. 






  








SEVENTEEN

_______________
 

God’s Strange Ways
 

A.  Learning from a Dumb Ostrich
 

When gas shot up over $4 a gallon, we opted to stay home in San Diego for vacation. The recent troubles with the economy punched a lot of people in the ribs. During the worst days, I happened upon a movie called The Company Men. The show centered on a group of corporate executives who had lost their jobs due to downsizing. They were each given three months of severance pay and advised not to let the door strike their posteriors as they left. These guys went from living the life of luxury to watching their wealth rapidly dwindle. One guy, Bobby Walker, was stubborn and arrogant. He refused to face economic facts. He continued golfing at the country club and acted as if nothing unusual had happened. His wife kept pleading with him to catch up with reality. Walker was a lousy husband and a worse dad. All he cared about was himself. He tried to find a replacement job, but repeatedly failed. His money ran out; he had to sell his house and his beloved Porsche. Ultimately he moved in with his parents—all to his complete humiliation and failure.

It got me wondering why God allows despair, humiliation, and poverty?

I read about a girl who attended church camp and played a popular game called Chubby Bunny. The goal of the game is to shove a large number of marshmallows into your mouth. Once your mouth is stuffed, you try to say, “Chubby Bunny.” It’s extremely difficult to do; the marshmallows turn into a vicious mess, making it hard to speak. Unfortunately, the little girl put too many marshmallows into her month and choked to death. 

Why did this little girl die such a horrible death while God watched? There is an apparent hard side to God that many people don’t talk about. Strikingly painful things happen to good people and we simply don’t know why. 

There are peculiar passages of scripture that show a facet of God that many of us do not even consider. When thinking about God and this awful incident, I stumbled across this unusual set of verses in Job 39:14-17. God speaks directly to Job about the ostrich and says:

 

14.  She lays her eggs on the ground 


and lets them warm in the sand, 


15.  unmindful that a foot may crush them, 


that some wild animal may trample them. 


16.  She treats her young harshly, as if they were not hers; 


she cares not that her labor was in vain, 


17.  for God did not endow her with wisdom 


or give her a share of good sense. 


 

In plain English, God has said, “I made the ostrich stupid because I felt like it.” Why would God intentionally make her a bad mother? It makes no sense. What is it with this side of God people generally ignore? If a band of ostrich psychologists were convened to analyze why the divorce rate for ostriches was so high, they would be stymied to learn that the Creator had rigged the game against the ostrich. Would this not cause an ostrich to lose faith?

Why did God make ostriches stupid? Why did he make lions with sharp fangs long before the fall of man, seeing that there were no carnivores in the Garden of Eden? Why did God fashion a throat that would choke on marshmallows? How come the Thomson’s gazelle—the second-fastest animal in Africa—can only lose a footrace to a hungry cheetah? Why does God do such strange things?

 

B.  Does God Love Some Little Kids, But Not Others?
 

In Exodus 13:4-5, we learn that God on one occasion killed the firstborn male child in each Egyptian household. The Pharaoh had sinned. We have become so accustomed to hearing this story that we’ve lost the human element of exactly what was happening. There were a lot of little three-year-old boys who liked nothing more than to chase dragonflies and play with frogs, who were killed by God that night. They were completely innocent, but, due to Pharaoh’s sin, they became the sacrifice. How is that fair? Why make them and their parents atone? Why not a bolt of lightning up alongside Pharaoh’s head? Or at least a cobblestone?

Contrast this with Jonah 4:11, where God spares Nineveh to a certain degree because there were 120,000 people “who did not know their right hand from their left hand.” God saved the city of Nineveh, in part, because he did not want to harm innocent children. So why did God spare the children in Nineveh but zap their counterparts in Egypt? Yes, I know that the adults in Nineveh repented and those in Egypt did not, but in both cases the children were innocent bystanders. 

My point is that we don’t know God nearly as well as we think we do. And this is frightening. Life as a Christian is hard enough. When you factor in these weird stories about God, you can’t help but feel insecure. Brock once said, “How can I believe in gods that let all of their people suffer?”

Why is there suffering? Why do bad things happen to most people, good, bad, and indifferent? Many Christians say that the God of the Old Testament is about judgment, but the God of the New Testament is about mercy. This is odd because nowhere in the Old Testament does God speak of people going to hell for eternity, but he does so in the New Testament; that can’t be the answer. 

The only answer I can come up with is that this somehow prepares us for eternity. Yes, your cop-out meter is rightfully going off again. How does a girl choking on marshmallows make eternity a better place for anyone, including her? Much of our negativity lies in the notion that we believe this earth is where we will spend eternity, when it isn’t. And before you jerk back from this response, ask yourself why you always feel offended if someone is wronged, an innocent person is hurt, or justice was not done? Your feeling is that these things just aren’t right. So, really, at the core of it all, you are simply seeking justice.

 

C.  Does This Madness Have a Point?
 

If we really look for the righteous to prevail, a world of explanations must open to us. In order for us to end World War II, we had to kill a lot of people. Normally, killing is a bad thing; but killing in World War II was necessary to ensure that good won out. Unfortunately, the war effort resulted in many children also being killed. In the end, the highest good of justice required killing. The manner in which we ensured that justice prevailed was secondary to the fact of prevailing. 

This may seem way out, but it explains a lot. There is a view that a Christian life is one of promise, prosperity, and happiness. It’s as if we’ve bought into the idea that if you attend enough church services, read enough chapters of the Bible, and participate in a given number of missionary trips to Mexico, you will become a better person who won’t die of cancer. But that’s simply not true. The extent of your participation in such activities guarantees neither longevity nor marital bliss. Isaiah 53:3 described the Messiah as a man “acquainted with sorrows.” Worse yet, the longer and more involved in this earth Jesus became, the more onerous his life became. Finally, to Jesus’ chagrin, God felt that Jesus need to die in order for righteousness to prevail.

All humans feel injustice when someone dies prematurely. It bothers us because it just isn’t right. If God doesn’t exist, then people get randomly screwed. If he does, then they are selectively screwed. Most people sense that God exists, but cannot reconcile his love with people taking it on the chin. If God is intimately involved in our lives to the point that he knows the number of hairs on our heads, or when a latchkey teenage kid with a BB gun shoots a sparrow out of the sky, then he is acutely aware of the untold sorrow that death brings to us. Hebrews 2:14-15 tells us, “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death—that is, the Devil— and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” 

If the story ended with us going through an eternal wash cycle of living, dying torturous deaths, then doing it all over again, God would truly be wicked. But, if God’s sole reason for allowing heinous acts was to save us from having to go through any of this again for all of eternity, then an odd sort of logic applies. Going back to the movie The Company Men I mentioned earlier, as Walker’s financial situation grew more dire following his layoff, his family life actually improved. He began to forge a bond with his wife that had not previously been there. He began to show compassion and love to his troubled teenage son, something that had been missing in their relationship. By the end of the movie, he had become human even though his life was a financial disaster. The tragedy that all Americans fear had smacked him across the face with a two-by-four. There was blood, but a better man came after the smoke cleared. 

Is this why God lets strange and often horrible things happen? If good results come out of painful and bizarre happenings, then it sure looks like God’s behind them. If not, then only adversity would continually flow from a wretched event. I don’t like pain, loss, and sorrow, but I have to acknowledge that people are often better humans after they experience these tragedies.

 

D.  Knock, Knock: The Grim Reaper is at the Door.
 

The most dreaded event that anybody faces is death. You may be wondering, Why does anybody need to die? Sooner or later, we have to own up to the fact that our life on earth is decomposing largely as a byproduct of our actions. I don’t know how Adam’s sin is imputed to me, but I know that I have racked up a lot of my own misdeeds during my existence. I’m not very compassionate toward my fellow man. I have to make a conscious effort to do good things. Wrongdoing is a lot like a Twinkie. I want it, it tastes great, but it is horrible for my health. And, when it’s all done, I want it again. 

My wife recently had a wellness test done. She went to an alternative medicine doctor. During the visit, they tested her entire body to determine if she was allergic to anything or had harmful bacteria or parasites. She has something called candida growing in her mouth. This tiny organism craves items that are made of sugar and carbohydrates. It lives in your mouth and somehow fools your mouth into believing that it must have sugar or carbs to survive (or so it feels that way). The candida cannot live without sugar or carbs. Kill the candida and your craving greatly subsides. 

Candida dies when it is starved over an eight-day period. During this cleansing time, my wife had to avoid a host of foods that included sugar and carbs. She also had to rinse with a nasty-tasting solution that accelerates the death of the candida. This disgusting mouth rinse doesn’t actually have a bad taste. But when it destroys the candida, the bacteria dies, giving off a foul flavor and odor. When this first occurs, the patient believes that the drink has a rancid taste and is something that should be avoided. Nothing could be further from the truth. The foul odor is dead candida, rather than the flavor of the liquid. However, the smell of the candida dying overwhelms the actual odor of the liquid. As more candida expire each day, there are fewer candida to let off a foul odor when you rinse your mouth. By the eighth day, the candida is gone. At this point, a strange phenomenon occurs: the rancid liquid is now much more palatable. 

The trappings of life are often candida in nature. And this includes the people we love. We need cleansing, but sometimes family, friends, or earthly cravings get in the way. At this point, God forces us to drink from what appears to be the cup of wrath - his brand of candida liquid. When it first goes down, it tastes like Kentucky “white lightening.” We want nothing to do with the misery that death or any other terrible tragedy in life can bring to us. However, as time progresses, people change and become more receptive to God’s dosages. Thus the adage, “Time heals all wounds.”

I recently watched an episode of ESPN’s 30 for 30, a series of one-hour shows that look deeply into major sports stories over the last 30 years. This particular installment was entitled “Without Bias.” The director told the story of Len Bias, the basketball star from Maryland who died of a cocaine overdose the day after the Boston Celtics selected him in the draft. Many analysts suggested that Bias could possibly have been as good as Michael Jordan. His entire life was before him. On the night after Bias was drafted, he and his friends got overly excited and partied too hard. His foolishness cost him his life. Suddenly he was dead.The most interesting part of the story was that of the parents of Len Bias. We listened to uncles, aunts, a brother, a sister, coaches, teammates, friends, and a host of other people who knew Bias tell their stories about the tragedy. Each expressed shock, sorrow, and incomprehension at what had happened; however, his parents read the situation on an entirely different level. His father, James Bias, said that the night before Len died, his son told him that Danny Ainge and some other players were taking him out to celebrate. When Len left to go out with the players, James said that he sensed God saying to him, “You need to pray hard tonight.” The senior Bias was greatly disturbed by this warning. He stayed up all night, wondering what this statement meant. Bias returned that night unharmed.

The following night, several friends of Bias came to his apartment with alcohol and cocaine. They binged for hours. Then Bias started having seizures. Brian Tribble, the man who admittedly had brought the cocaine to the party, became frightened and called 911. He told the operator: “It’s Len Bias. He’s not breathing . . . you need to bring him back to life.” Len Bias’s mother, Lonise, rushed to the hospital when she found out what had happened. On the way, she prayed for God to help her son. Lonise said that, in mid-prayer, she distinctly felt the Lord say to her, “Stop praying. He’s gone. What’s been done is done. He is gone.” 

Shortly after the funeral, Lonise began speaking out against the dangers of drug abuse. She touched many lives as a result of the death of her son. During this 30 for 30 documentary, you got the feeling that James and Lonise Bias actually comprehended that God was at work in this tragedy. They were changed by it, but were not bitter. 

 

E.  A Horror Movie With a Happy Ending 
 

God uses horrific instances to ultimately bring about good things. This only makes sense if viewed through the prism of eternity. 

I have thought about the Nazi concentration camps many times. Simon Weisenthal once said, “God must have been on leave during the Holocaust.” I have often wondered why God let people die such terrible deaths in concentration camps. The only explanation I can come up with is that somehow more good came out of the deaths of these people than if they had lived. That sounds completely trite, morbid, and judgmental, as if I think it’s okay that they were sacrificed. I don’t—I deplore the fact that lives were lost in such a way. But if we are going to tackle the issue of God head-on, then we need to look at any plausible reason to explain this horrendous conduct.

Yes, I know that these deaths were the result of the wickedness of Germans, but that doesn’t satisfy my need to know why little boys and girls were gassed. Why couldn’t God step in? Why did he allow such misery? It must have been necessary since the Bible says that all things work out for the good of those who love God. Anne Frank wrote in her diary, ““Who has inflicted this upon us? Who has made us Jews different from all other people? Who has allowed us to suffer so terribly up till now? It is God that has made us as we are, but it will be God, too, who will raise us up again. If we bear all this suffering and if there are still Jews left, when it is over, then Jews, instead of being doomed, will be held up as an example.”

Ann Frank realized that there was victory in the midst of darkness. If we were able to sit down with each of the victims of the Holocaust and ask them how their pending deaths affected their spiritual lives, we would likely learn that the vast majority of people had probably forged a closeness with God that they had never before experienced. I’m only speculating, but I have observed that when people unexpectedly face death, they turn to God. It’s an uncommon way to get someone to turn to God, but tragedy usually does just that. Even impending tragedy. As C.S. Lewis noted, “We can ignore even pleasure. But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”13


Certain sides of God that appear to be dark I don’t like. This troubles me. However, I sense that God exists, that he’s purely good, and that something greater than this earth is at stake. I cannot give up. Blaise Pascal once said, “Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering what God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is. . . . There is here an infinity of an infinitely happy life to gain, a chance of gain against a finite number of chances of loss, and what you stake is finite.”14


Life can be brutal. Fear, horror, and sorrow can strike any of us, and it may appear that God is indifferent. He tells us otherwise. We cannot comprehend what is truly going on behind the scenes in the battle of good versus pure evil. It is critical to understand that God let his own son suffer unspeakable horrors to show us that he meant business. As 1 Corinthians 13:12 notes, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.” We cannot know everything. In this life, we’ll never be able to understand all of God’s ways. Death is miserable and brings untold sorrow, but we need to remember that God is not human; he does weird things to effect his goals. When we one day see him face to face, we won’t have any questions. We’ll fully comprehend that his byzantine plan was truly the perfect scheme to ensure our safety for all of eternity. 






  








EIGHTEEN

_______________
 

Guilty Pleasures Don’t Live Here
 

A.  Painful Nose Hairs
 

I am standing in front of the mirror, tilting my head back as I try to retrieve a pesky nose hair. I try to latch onto it a few times with my tweezers, but it slips from my grasp. I am finally able to corral it with both sides of the tweezers. I gently tug on it (before doing the big yank), to make sure that my grip is firm. It is. I pause for a moment. It always hurts like heck to pull a nose hair. I grimace and yank. Ouch! My eyes water as a needle-like shot of pain passes through my nose. All for the sake of vanity.

Pulling nose hairs never gets easy. You would think that it’s something you would get used to after a while—but you don’t. I have never adjusted to this piercing pain. 

Guilt is a lot like my nose hairs. I feel guilt every day, but I never get used to it. 

To me, the worst part about being a Christian is trying to pluck out the streaming waves of guilt that simply will not leave you alone. Pulling nose hairs is small potatoes compared to dealing with guilt. Christ has openly set us free, yet we can, at times, make ourselves more miserable than ever. Why is this?

Christianity seems to foster guilt. One of the grueling aspects is dealing with such guilt. In Christianity, your life is juxtaposed next to Christ’s perfection; sorry to say, you come up miserably short. Some people think that this is something to celebrate; I don’t. It’s a daily reminder that we are the homely little sister whose older sister just happens to be Miss Universe. To compare our meanderings thru life to God’s blazing path of perfection is downright depressing. 

I nearly have obsessive-compulsive disorder when it comes to guilt. Guilt rules my every living moment; it’s like being saddled with a terminal illness that must be dealt with every moment of the day. The worst thing about my guilt is that it’s over stupid, little stuff. I concentrate intensely trying to cleanse my inner thoughts of guilt for completely harmless offenses. The simple solution to guilt seems to be obvious: stop doing what it is that makes you feel guilty. But what happens when your guilty pleasures are anything but pleasures? What happens when you cannot stop dwelling on things that a non-Christian would view as being utterly harmless?

Accept Christ; have your sins forgiven; then spend the rest of your life flogging yourself for every conceivable fancied misdeed known to man? Something is wrong with this picture. 

 

B.  Is God Naked?
 

My brother Sean is just like me when it comes to the disabling effects that guilt imposes upon a person. He recently relayed a story to me about the guilt that he observed years ago in a childhood friend, Elton. Elton was twelve years old when he began wrestling with guilt. Elton had stumbled upon something that shook his life with terror. He started to feel excruciatingly guilty because he kept picturing God with no clothes on. You may think this is humorous, but it was no laughing matter to Elton. He deplored this thought and did everything within his power to get it out of his young mind. Guilt ate at him night and day. Twelve-year-old guilt is even worse than forty-year-old guilt; it is all hellishly troubling. 

Is God angry with us if we picture his naked butt cheeks flapping in the wind? I hardly think so. 

My seven-year-old daughter Hannah has inherited my proclivity for guilt. She worries incessantly about doing something wrong. And I’m talking about minor, harmless things. When Hannah gets stressed, she falls into an obsessive compulsive disorder zone of guilt. She will profusely apologize for doing something as harmless as bumping into you as she passes by. Now, when she does this, she is not just trying to be polite—she is actually racked with guilt. She often becomes disturbed to the point of tears. I must constantly reassure her that her perceived blunder is not an offense at all. Recently, we were praying before bed when Hannah’s face turned very serious and scared. She blurted out that she was scared because the thought “God is stupid” had crossed her mind. 

Is God angry with us if we think some of his ways are stupid? If so, why would He have rigged our brains so as to be capable of formulating such a heretical thought?

Guilt seems to be an unhealthy byproduct of Christianity. Or is it something more sinister? 

August 10, 1989, is a day that Dave Dravecky would like to forget. He was pitching for the San Francisco Giants on this date. A year earlier, Dravecky had undergone surgery to remove a cancerous growth in his pitching arm. He seemed to have recovered until this particular day. During this game, Dravecky felt soreness in his arm as he was pitching. He thought nothing of it, as pitchers constantly deal with pain in their pitching arms. In the fifth inning, however, his world collapsed. Dravecky wound up and pitched the ball. In mid-pitch his humerus bone snapped. Dravecky dropped to the ground as if he had just been hit by an assassin’s bullet. People in the stands heard the pop of the snapping bone. Dravecky’s arm ultimately had to be amputated. 

A few years later, Dravecky gave an interview. He said that he could still feel his missing arm. His brain had not accepted the fact that it was no longer there. For instance, his brain was still transmitting signals that his arm itched. It drove him crazy since there was no way to scratch a nonexistent arm. Dravecky also talked about how he felt pain in his invisible arm. His brain was still registering anguish in it. 

Guilt is a facet of my life that simply will not turn off. Although Jesus set me free from guilt, I still fret over minor things. This is not healthy. I am constantly trying to appease God for bumping into him. I cannot get it out of my brain that God is waiting to pounce on me. My preoccupation with guilt almost surely comes from my upbringing. My father walked out on six kids and my mom when I was four years old. I subconsciously felt guilt for causing him to want to leave. In my teens, we attended a church whose pastor who repeatedly (and to my mind unhealthily) focused on the terrors of hell and how sinners were heading straight for its fiery pit. God was someone who was angry with me for my sins. Just anger; forgiveness, compassion, and mercy rarely had any place in these sermons. By the time I hit seventeen, I was pretty much brainwashed in the guilt department. My every waking moment had become an effort to eradicate my guilt.

How do you deal with guilt when it is largely phantom guilt, over events that are history?

 

C.  The Handcuffs of Guilt
 

Author Peter McWilliams once stated, “Guilt is anger directed at ourselves.” Publilius Syrus, a Latin writer, added, “A guilty conscience never feels secure.” I can run off a list of scriptures that reflect that God has freed me from guilt. If I have been freed, then why do I always feel so guilty? I am convinced that my guilt has nothing to do with God being angry with me; rather, my fear of abandonment by God causes me to constantly repent for minor offenses that are of no consequence.

So what do we do about debilitating guilt?

Faith is the only thing that can rescue you from guilt. I try to avoid such canned sayings, but it’s true. In this situation, living on faith means doing the opposite of what our instincts tell us to do. No, I’m not suggesting that faith is for naive people—that’s a tired old line that is simply false. Not everything that our minds tell us to do is good for us. Like Draveky trying to scratch his missing arm. Faith means that we ignore guilt and simply accept that God loves and forgives us. 

I remember watching a show call Freaky Eaters about people who had off-the-wall diets. On one episode, they interviewed a woman who looked perfectly healthy, in her late 20s—but she ate nothing but french fries and ketchup every single meal. In fact, she had been doing this since she was two years old. For twenty-six years, she had eaten french fries and ketchup for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and dessert. She explained that any other food nauseated her. French fries were all she could stomach. I was amazed that starch and tomatoes could produce an otherwise healthy-looking body. I was also amazed that this woman did not tire of the same meal, day in, day out. I like french fries as much as the next guy, but 28,476 consecutive meals of french fries and ketchup would somewhat overdo it to me. 

We all know that although this french fry lady looked healthy, she was undoubtedly a heart attack waiting to happen. If she keeps up her pace, her arteries will most likely become completely clogged by the time she hits her 30s. Unless she changes her diet, she has nothing but misery in the future. It has done her no good to accept the call from an internal voice that has been telling her that only french fries can satisfy her hunger.

I am a lot like the french fry lady. I am so beset by daily guilt that I don’t realize how it is affecting me. God is not feeding me these french fries. We are told that our existence is a spiritual war and that there are “principalities and powers” working against us. How in the world do we determine if one of these principalities or powers causes our guilt? It really doesn’t matter, as all feel the same. So where does that leave us? In their song “It’s a Sin,” the Pet Shop Boys sang the following haunting lines:

 

When I look back upon my life

It's always with a sense of shame

I've always been the one to blame

For everything I long to do

No matter when or where or who

Has one thing in common, too

 

It's a, it's a, it's a, it's a sin

It's a sin

Everything I've ever done

Everything I ever do

Every place I've ever been

Everywhere I'm going to

It's a sin

 

I cannot fathom that God wants us to destroy ourselves with guilt over sin. When I was in high school, we were taught that King James was the best version of the Bible to read. Thee, thou, and verily were words that became as familiar to me as any other words in the English language. There was also an unspoken rule that the Living Bible was the watered-down version. Any Bible that sought to simplify God’s word (obviously) had deficiencies. Yet, when I read Romans 8:1 from something called “The Bible in Basic English,” I get a very clear understanding of just what God is saying: 

 

“For this cause, those who are in Christ Jesus will not be judged as sinners.”

 

Why can’t we accept this? If God will not judge us as sinners, why do we walk around every day worrying about being sinners? If your economics teacher informed you that you did not have to take the final exam, would you walk around worrying about what you were to be tested on? God has filled the Bible with passages that say that I am okay. Then why do I feel anything but okay? Does it mean that I am not a Christian? If I’m daily stained with the feelings of guilt, does that somehow negate my salvation?

 

D.  Hair Pins and Temper Tantrums
 

On a recent Sunday morning, my daughter Hannah was fixing her hair while she got ready for church. She became very frustrated when she could not place a hair clip in correctly. The clip eventually broke. This was too much for her to take, even though she has a box full of the same type of hair clip in every conceivable color. She fell to the floor and began to cry inconsolably. I stood over her and calmly reassured her that we had hundreds of replacements and that she need not worry. It did nothing to assuage her grief, as she continued to writhe on the floor, crying hysterically. If you don’t have kids, your first thought would be, Tell the little brat to get off the floor and stop whining. However, when it is your offspring, you don’t think logically. You only try to alleviate pain no matter how silly its genesis. 

As I looked at her, I had this image of God looking at me. I am constantly squirming in pain over guilt, yet God is standing over me, reassuring me that it’s okay. I realize that God does not love me any less when I have a hard time accepting his reassurance. To the contrary, he loves me even more. It hurt me intensely to see my daughter in such pain over her trivial accident. The problem had an easy solution—but that wasn’t the point. She felt pain. And it hurt. It hurt me to see her hurting so openly. The last thing on my mind was being upset with her. My sole goal was to comfort her. God feels the same when he sees us agonizing.

So where do we come up with the idea that God is weighing the totality of our sins? Is He waiting to drop the hammer on us the moment we place one too many sins on the scale? Psalm 103:10 says precisely the opposite: that God “does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.” I conducted a Google search for Bible verses that talked about God punishing us for our day-to-day sins. I found nothing. In Micah 7:18 it says that God “delights” in showing mercy and having compassion. One summer my wife, two daughters, and I took a winding trip through California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado. I made it a point that we should stop at Dairy Queen every day and have a Blizzard. This daily delight was something that I took immeasurable pleasure in consuming. Several days and several thousand calories later, the Blizzards had gravitated to my waistline. And became increasingly obvious. I enjoyed eating such fattening, great-tasting food every day. That’s what vacation is all about. I can eat broccoli, whole grain bread, and fruit the rest of the year, but vacation was made for pigging out. Delight is something that you treasure. While God does not scarf up Blizzards (though I’m sure He would appreciate one), His “delight” according to Micah is doling out mercy. That’s as it should be. With this in mind, why do we punish ourselves daily? 

I’m convinced that guilt comes from hell. It has all the earmarks of hell. It is ruthless, cruel, divisive, and unkind. It causes doubt, fear, isolation, and apprehension. The Bible never encourages guilt; rather, it provides a passageway for us to escape guilt. Try as you might, but you will never find a verse in the Bible that suggests guilt is good. Guilt is the very thing from which Christ has saved us. 

 

E.  Is Guilt Good for Us?
 

Some of you may be thinking that guilt is good since it causes us to stop doing bad things. Is a heart attack a good thing because it causes you to eat better? Is the death of a loved one a good thing since it causes you to cherish those around you? Is broken glass on the bottom of your foot a good thing since it causes you to wear shoes? Nothing that causes us to change our conduct is intrinsically good. It’s the subsequent change that is worthwhile, not what drove us to change. Christ died to save us from guilt. If guilt had beneficial aspects, Christ would not have died to save us from it. 

Guilt should not be confused with conviction. Conviction is a positive force; it is clear-headed and knows what it wants. Guilt is the opposite; it is chaotic and unsure of what it wants--other than to torture its holder. Both start off looking like the same thing, but guilt quickly dovetails into a hideous beast. Conviction, on the other hand, is something that just feels right down deep, even if you don’t like it’s import.

The challenge is trying to ascertain which it is: conviction or guilt. I have a little trick. If I feel wrong about doing something, I wait to see if my reaction to the perceived wrong that I have committed will be in line with the supposed “sin.” If I feel an overwhelming sense of regret that is disproportionate to what I’ve done, I have come to realize that such feelings are not from God. I would never browbeat my daughters for failing to put their Crayons away. God would not beat the living daylights out of me for a minor offense. Remember, God delights in mercy—where there is no delight, there is no God.

Let’s dispense with the notion that this philosophy is simply a license to sin. Peccadilloes abound. But people who care about doing what’s right have no interest in serious sinning. Those who do and want to shelter their reprehensible conduct have not gotten this far into the book. 

Christianity brings many difficult issues to the table. Guilt is one of them. Nothing in Christianity is simple. Don’t give in to guilt. Live your life with as much honor and dignity as you can muster. But please don’t surrender to the foolish notion that you should quit. That feeling does not come from God. 






  








NINETEEN

_______________
 

On Your Mark, Get Set, Quit
 

A.  The Christian Race is More Like a Triathlon
 

Julie Moss cut across the asphalt as she neared the finish line. This moment was inconceivable to her. She was in first place and only one-fourth of a mile from the end of the 1982 Ironman Triathlon. She had swum 2.4 miles in the ocean, biked 112 miles, and run all but 400 meters of a marathon—when athletic tragedy struck. 

Her legs gave out and she fell to the ground. Her body was dead out of energy, as she struggled to her feet like a boxer who had been knocked to the canvas. She staggered forward, determined to win the race—something for which she had worked incredibly hard. She ran a few more steps and fell to the ground. She evacuated her bowels as she struggled to get to her feet and move forward.

She was lucid, but unable to get her body to cooperate. She began to crawl to the finish line, aware that the woman in second place couldn’t be too far behind. Yards before the finish line, Kathleen McCartney passed her and won the race.

Moss had been so close, so excruciatingly close. She had literally given everything she had and lost at the wire. 

But did she lose?

Technically she lost the race, but she won acclaim for her will and determination. Moss embodied the spirit of never giving up. 

In his famous speech to his old boys Harrow school during World War II, Winston Churchill finished with, “Never give in. Never give in. Never, never, never, never—in nothing, great or small, large or petty—never give in, except to convictions of honor and good sense. Never yield to force. Never yield to the apparently overwhelming might of the enemy.”

Have you ever feel like quitting the Christian race? I have. And I haven’t always felt like crawling the last few yards to the finish line. So, what should you do when you just don’t feel like fighting anymore?

There is a website called ExChristian.net where many people post stories about why they don’t believe in God anymore. From the stories I’ve read, most of them have lost faith, not due to reasons of debauchery, but because they simply gave up. They couldn’t comprehend God, so they quit. Most of these people say they are happier now, since they don’t have to carry the weight of God on their shoulders anymore.

I have felt that way. It’s a struggle at times to remain a Christian. God, eternity, and the universe are incredulous concepts to tote.

 

B.  Why Not Give Up?
 

Is it worth it to give up? Is the trade really worth it? Where will you go if you give up? Will you be better off in the long run? Will your eternity be better off? Now I know what some of you are thinking. That a relationship with God is nothing more than fire insurance. To a certain extent, this is true. Death and hell are scary things. I would not want to face them having thrown God to the curb. But there’s more to it than that. If we are honest with ourselves deep down, we know that God loves us. We crave that love. We may be disgusted with everything Christian that hitches its wagon to God, but we long to be loved by God. We seem to have let something get in the way of a satisfying relationship with God.

What has happened to the true Christian message that was intimately taught by Jesus? How can a message that is supposed to bring so much comfort and love accomplish just the reverse? In many ways, it’s similar to a marriage that has gone horribly wrong. One moment, the young couple is standing at the altar, pledging undying love and devotion to each other and meaning it. The next, they cannot stand the sight of each other. 

A Christian cliche is not going to rescue you from your situation. However, there is one saying that actually applies. In every conceivable way, we are in a war. Some of you may have just thought, Oh great, here comes the canned Christian message. Forget about things being canned. Some things that sound canned are actually true. There are plenty of passages in the Bible that leave us scratching our heads, but Ephesians 6:12 hit it dead on the money when it said we are in a war. There is a daily assault to stop you from being a Christian. It’s unrelenting. No, you aren’t paranoid when you think this. You are the intended victim in a spiritual war. It is as real as the air you breathe. The thrust of war is to make it appear that the hostility in your soul is coming from God.

 

C.  Terminating Evil
 

Evil is ever present in this world. I don’t like it. I wish that it did not exist. But it does. The intellectual side of me wants to dismiss evil as an actual entity. It sounds foolish to suggest that an actual devil and demons exist. What next, Superman? But, before you finish laughing at this concept, you need to analyze the facts closer. Why is it that evil seems to only bring grief? And why does it so adamantly stand in contrast to every single principle enunciated in the Bible? Only a living entity could act in such a fashion. If evil is not an actual entity, then what was the point of Jesus dying? What was he saving us from if evil did not really exist? Jesus told many parables, but one uncomfortable idea that he consistently repeated was that evil is an actual living entity. It’s bad enough that we have to struggle with faith. Do we also have to fight a second war on a second front, namely, the battle against evil? Unfortunately, yes. Worse yet, the excuse of “the devil made me do it” is not a legal defense, even though I wish it was. 

Evil is the opposite of everything that God is. So why do we blame everything that goes bad in this world on God? We surmise that God can stop anything, especially evil things. So he’s ultimately to blame, right? Every evil deed lies at the feet of God because he has not stopped it, right? Not necessarily. 

There is one thing in this world that is apparent to everyone: good and evil palpably co-exist. Good is all around us. Evil is all around us. These concepts compete daily against each other. Good and evil cannot peacefully co-exist. Have you ever wondered why that is? Have you ever seriously stopped to think that there are entities on both sides of the equation pitching their arguments?

Some of you are thinking that it is borderline, if not completely foolish, to believe in the devil. What next, the boogeyman? Well, ask yourself this question: Are humans intrinsically capable of the unconscionable evil that is around us every day? I read about a woman who killed her baby in a microwave. Did she dream that up on her own? Little girls are kidnapped and brutally raped and tortured. Is this conduct the product of unassisted human thought? Innocent people are abducted, brutalized, and murdered for sport. Does such behavior just naturally flow from human minds? Or are these products of depravity that would be unknown to the human mind absent outside assistance?

On a daily basis, my mind is bombarded with thoughts to choose between good and evil. I never get an off-day from this perpetual conflict. It feels like an actual battle for my future. I don’t know all the intricacies of this struggle, whether it’s fair, or whether people should go to hell if they choose wrongly. But I do know that there is a titanic struggle within my conscience to do what is right. I’d rather lie on a beach in Mexico, sipping a cold drink, and watching the sun set than think about this battle. But, that is an unaffordable luxury. I have been thrust into this crappy struggle that I don’t like. I have two options: resist or capitulate.

One way to capitulate is to give up, to walk away. And let’s not kid ourselves—this is an attractive option. But just because it is attractive doesn’t mean it’s good. A cancer patient who prematurely quits chemotherapy is happy to be rid of that awful treatment, but almost certainly will die. 

 

D.  What Do You Fear?
 

What’s keeping you from committing to Christ? Other people? Do you consider yourself to be too intelligent to be a Christian? Do you intellectually stew over everything around you, while popcorn Christians go at it so simplistically? Don’t waste energy pondering why happy Christians always seem upbeat. What they eat for dinner has no effect on your health. Comparing yourself to other Christians is a waste of time. Each person must fight his own battle. 

Our lives are but a wisp of smoke; eternity is forever. Is 70 years of battle even a blip on the radar of eternity? The sum of your life is more than hiking on Saturdays, sleeping in late on Sundays, and working hard from Monday to Friday. 

If you are on the verge of quitting, or have already given up, reassess your situation.

Why do you really want to quit? Cut through the ostensible reasons and get to the core. It’s not about the folks at church, the hypocrite Christian at work, the intolerant religious right on TV. Those are all distractions from what truly ails you. You want to quit because you don’t feel loved by God and can’t seem to bridge the gap. That is the reason you want to quit. Do you think God put that thought in your head? The message pounding inside your head, desiring to take over, says that God doesn’t want you. After all, if God loved you, he wouldn’t put you through so much unhappiness.

God allows sorrow for purposes that we cannot fathom. He loved Jesus but allowed him to go through unconscionable torture to help us. The strangest thing is that God allows evil to prosper. That makes us all uncomfortable. However, it’s days are numbered. 

I love living on this planet even if it has warts. It’s my home. I have no desire to see evil destroy it. But let’s not kid ourselves—this world has gone bad. Evil reigns. We’re shocked when someone commits a kind, selfless act. God has let the will of evil drive this planet, but he has said that this will only continue for so long. Tired of this excuse? So am I. But you know what? This world sure resembles what the Bible says it is: a world that should be good but that has gone horribly wrong. Romans 8:22 says that creation “groans.” If we don’t believe in evil, then why are we surprised that the world is the way that it is? We shouldn’t be shocked if we don’t believe in the abstracts of good and evil. We are only shocked and angered because we know that good is supposed to win out. This is precisely the story in the Bible.

 

E.  Evil TV and Newspapers
 

Evil is an obstacle to your faith every day. Every morning when I wake, I see new evil each day. When I clicked on the Internet this morning, I read the following headlines on just one website:

 

“Virginia Tech on Lockdown After Gunman Reported”

“Maryland Psychiatrist, Teen Son Dead in Murder/Suicide”

“Air Force Cancels Course Using Bible Passages” (I’m not making this up)

“Australia Police: Fake Bomb Used in Extortion Attempt”

“Polygamist Leader Warren Jeff Slows Down Trial”

“Syrian Authorities Keep City of Hama Under Blackout”

“FBI Slams Shut $60 Million Mortgage Fraud Scheme”

 

Evil was actively at work last night, and it will be busy today. And every day. Around the clock, in fact if I click back to this same website later today, I’ll stumble across several new stories. Evil is so prevalent that it keeps news organizations employed 24/7. Think about that. There is so much evil in the world that droves of news agencies struggle to keep up reporting it.

And you think evil is something from a fiction novel. Or that it’s preposterous to consider that all of these wicked acts might be guided by an evil force? Do you still believe that only stupid people believe in evil? 40 million people died in Europe during World War II that began with the unconscionable evil of one man. Does one man acting alone really have that much power, or is there something nefariously dark behind it all? The message of evil is too consistent for it to be a random thought of humanity. 

Evil has a personal side; it consciously despises everything Godly. Make sense? Anything that is purely good is hated by evil. Why would this be unless the entity behind evil hates the entity behind good?

 

F.  The Final Exam Has Been Cancelled
 

With evil, comes judgment. We faltering Christians are quick to focus on the fear of God’s judgment. We abhor the thought of being judged especially since we don’t think we will fare well. Is such judgment unfair? A good friend of mine, the Reverend Alfonso Espinosa, explained to me that judgment is nothing more than the sum of your life’s actions. God doesn’t just judge you for an event; rather, God reviews the totality of your life and explains what he just saw. During your lifetime you have had trillions of thoughts. Eternity has already taken place in your mind. In a sense you have judged yourself over trillions of years. C.S. Lewis once said, “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, 'Thy will be done,' and those to whom God says, 'Thy will be done.'”15 In the end, God does not really judge you; your life is simply a judgment of who you are. He merely reflects what you offer him. 

Don’t let fear of God’s judgment make you quit. We need to excise this fear. God said that he has excused us from judgment. When I was in college, I took an accounting course. Accounting wasn’t my bag; however, there was one girl in my class who nailed every single test. When it came time for the final exam, the professor informed her that she didn’t have to take the final. He explained that she would get an A in the course no matter what happened on the exam. But, of course, she took the test anyway. And aced it. 

In a similar way, we’re in God’s accounting class right now. We’re keeping track of the number of days in our lives. We think we face a final exam. Many of us are freaked out about it, or we’re furious that we have to take this exam. However, most of us were sleeping when God said that we didn’t have to take the exam; we had all passed. Did you hear that? We don’t have to take the exam. God will not be judging us. 

My point is you don’t need to quit. Yes, you may be the smartest person in the room, but your brilliance has never explained why good and evil war against each other. You might be sick and tired of hypocritical Christians, but aren’t you sick of non-Christian hypocrisy too? Ever wonder why you have such a passionate dislike for one but not the other? Maybe the agent of evil is pressing on you in that fashion. 

You need to love God. You don’t need to quit being a Christian and you certainly don’t need to start “acting” like a Christian. Start believing God’s promises. It’s as simple as that. 

The moment you start thinking about believing God’s promises, a thousand reasons to reject them will present themselves. If you commit to God, you needn’t turn back into a religious person. Your stomach churns when you envision yourself sitting in a church with churchy people—you don’t want that. You don’t want to be around people who say things like, “Praise God, brother.” It’s okay if that makes you uncomfortable, since that is not God. Yes, God loves those people as much as he loves you, but maybe that route just isn’t for you. 

Nor do you want to become part of the religious right. Nobody is asking you to sign up with that group. You might think you’ll have to abandon rationality and start believing stupid things, but is that really so? Again, Jesus said we are to love God with our minds. My point is that the moment you start considering a return to God, droves of reasons to quit will jump into your mind. And this can happen at any moment during the day. Your thoughts might say that you’ll be forced to kiss common sense goodbye; you’re going to have embarrassing friends; or that nobody will take you seriously anymore. You ponder trying something different, like Buddhism—it’s much more peaceful than Christianity. Why does your mind resist a call to love God and to be loved by him? Well, that’s because these concepts are repugnant to evil. God said that this world belongs to evil. Evil hates God with a passion that we cannot comprehend. Evidence of it surrounds us.

God longs for you, but he expects you to be a big boy (or a big girl). People invited evil into their hearts and this earth has been down ever since. You did not commit the original sin, Adam did. However, you aren’t judged for the original sin, you are judged for your sin. Nobody put a gun to your head and made you become a lying, cheating, adulterer. You did that. God has thrown you a rope, not to hang you, but to save you from yourself. 

This hand called our lives is being played out a certain way because that’s how we wanted it. Some of you might not think that evil is not that prevalent. These same people see thousands die from abortion every day and think nothing of it. They also see nothing wrong with hating anybody who crosses their path (or, for that matter, anybody who dare cut in front of them in line). Ever see what happens in a riot when law enforcement is absent? What about when you leave your wallet unattended? What is the oft consequence when a young woman goes walking alone late at night? And the result in Somalia when law and order disappeared? Complete anarchy. Evil is ever-present in this world, and repeatedly rears its ugly head at any given moment. Let’s stop kidding ourselves that the world is full of noble people and that evil is an aberration from every day life. Yes, evil has many things keeping it in check, but it lives in an ever-present state ready to disclose itself at any given moment. We are the people carrying out this evil. God has honored our request, but he has thrown you a lifeline. How long are you going to shrink from that lifeline? Just grab the lifeline. You have eternity to argue with God over why you felt this war was unfair. For now, you just need to be safe. 

Good and evil exist. We see both in myriad forms every day. You need to be on the right side of the ultimate showdown. You don’t want to live an evil life. Stay with God; don’t quit. In the end, things will work out for you—he has promised it. Forget about trying to figure out why God lets evil continue, why he lets people in Darfur suffer, or what his stance is on gay rights. Your house is on fire and you need to get out. Don’t stay and mingle with evil—it has only one goal: to consume you. It has promised nothing but misery. That is what you need to quit. 






  








TWENTY

_______________
 

Jesus and High School
 

A.  It’s High School: Check Your Morals at the Door
 

I went to high school in East Los Angeles. It was not the greatest neighborhood. A Los Angeles County sheriff parked at the entry gate to our high school daily. His job was to prevent the nearby rival high school from sending its gangs to our campus. Brutal fistfights were common on campus. It was not unusual to see people racing across campus to watch a fight that had broken out. I admit I ran to watch as well. I remember one guy pummeling another guy so severely (the loser weighed about 100 pounds less than the bully) that an ambulance had to pick him up off the ground and whisk him away. The culprit was suspended for a few days, and that was about it.

Violence was all around. One day in the middle of my photography class, two girls got into a fight. One of the girls was large. The smaller girl (whom I had thought was very demure) put a headlock on the bigger girl and they both fell to the floor. Everybody in class waited for something to happen, including the teacher. The girls remained in that position for several minutes. The teacher finally said, “Okay, everybody get to work.” Everybody proceeded to carry on as if these two girls were not even in the room. A few minutes later, the smaller girl rose up and proceeded to punch the big girl repeatedly until the bigger girl cried. From what I recall, neither girl was disciplined.

My high school also had virtually no restrictions on public displays of affection. It was almost comedic how many couples would be going gangbusters in the halls, kissing passionately as if nobody was watching. I thought nothing of it. Heck, I wished I could go gangbusters kissing some girl in the hall. Fortunately (or unfortunately), God did not offer me that temptation. 

Furthermore, there were no rules against playing music between periods. Many students carried large radios (“ghetto blasters”) to their classes. They would blast their choice of music to the full extent that their speakers could handle. And nobody seemed to care. Your choice of music was acceptable, just so long as it was loud. For the life of me, I have no idea why the faculty allowed this to occur. 

My high school was a “do as you please” world. 

In the middle of this mess sat I, the Christian. I had an army of Christian buttons that I would pin to my clothes and regularly wear to school. These buttons would have snappy little Christian sayings on them. It was my way of showing everybody that I was a Christian. To be honest, I didn’t like wearing those buttons. I felt kind of outsiderish. However, I thought it was my obligation to wear them—I would have felt guilty removing them.

My church had set up a weekly Bible study on campus. They sent over an assistant pastor to lead the service, a guy named Mitch. Mitch was incredibly boring; ironically, he was from Iowa. The Bible study would take place at lunch on a lawn in the middle of campus. Christian guilt compelled me to go to Mitch’s stem-winders, even though I was embarrassed to be seen with the few fellow yawners who showed up. 

 

B.  Don’t Get Jesus Mad
 

My biggest fear as a Christian was that Jesus would deny me before God if I denied him before men. I took that to literally mean that I had to wear buttons and attend embarrassing Bible studies to ensure that Jesus didn’t point his finger at me and say on Judgment Day, “You denied me before man. Down elevator for you.” It got me wondering if that was how Christianity worked. If I felt awkward or embarrassed around some Christians, did that mean I get a one-way trip on the Batpole to Hell?

Many people have screwed-up religious upbringings. We came from overbearing, comically-judgmental churches. Some folks have suffered so much anger and resentment from an unhealthy Christian upbringing that they have chucked the whole idea of God. If you’ve had this thought, rethink your position. 

A change of scenery always improved my faith. To counter my guilt in high school, I felt safe from Christian embarrassment when I went to church. It was okay to be “weird” at my church high school group because weird was the norm. Whereas my secular high school was filled with every conceivable form of debauchery, my church high school group was just the opposite. Or so it seemed. Our high school group leader regularly led studies that focused on wrongful conduct. Wrongful conduct included drinking, R-rated movies, and French kissing. 

The greatest offense in our Christian high school church group was the sin of backsliding. This term was about as common as BFF is today. My mother, who came to Christianity after her divorce, was thrilled when her teenage children first became born-again Christians. Several months later, however, her ears could not take the shrill sound of one of us calling another person a CC, which was short for carnal Christian. We threw out the term incessantly, as a way of trying to control the behavior of each other. During one exchange, I referred to my brother as a CC for committing some harmless offense. My mom erupted and said, “I wish none of you had become Christians!”

We had become little Christian Nazis.

When I was in high school, our church taught that secular music was of the devil. Any song played on the radio on a non-Christian station was sinful. We were brainwashed into believing that every single lyric in each secular song had a hidden meaning. If the meaning wasn’t obvious, we were taught that there was something called “backwards masking” in the song. One of the leading teachers on “backwards masking” was a guy named Bob Beamon, who my brother referred to as Bob Demon. Brother Bob taught that secular bands recorded songs that seemed harmless on their faces. But, if you played the record backward (something nobody in the history of the world before Beamon had apparently ever tried), then you could hear recorded satanic messages on the records. It was a culture of fear. 

As for Christian bands, if the music was too loud, it was “worldly.” If the lyrics from these bands were not overtly about Jesus, then they were perceived as carnal bands. There was no end to how critical Christians were of each other’s musical proclivities.

As for Holy Communion, we were regularly taught that God could strike you dead if you partook of communion without first confessing your sins and asking forgiveness. We were told that if our “hearts were not right,” then God could “put us to sleep.” There were many times when I partook of communion, worried that my confession was not pure enough. On those occasions, it felt as if my bread and grape juice had the potential for being laced with cyanide. To this day, it’s no wonder I get a lost feeling in the pit of my stomach when I see the communion plate at the front of a church.

Overbearing Christian dogma that begins early on can cause people to lose faith. Lose the dogma, not the faith. We all sense that God is good—if we could just get rid of the parasitical church that seems to be inextricably joined to faith. These thoughts have driven many Christians from the faith. If that’s you, it’s time to come home—sans the ridiculous rules and regulations. 

 

C.  Brown Nosing God to Get on His Good Side
 

I grew up in a divorced home. My mother raised five sons and one daughter on her own; she became an incredibly strong woman through the process. My father was not a horrible divorced dad, but he wasn’t around enough to bond with us. Until recently I had always told myself that I bore no scars from divorce; I viewed mental scars as a sign of weakness. Whenever the subject was broached, I’d simply suggest that I was better off being raised by one parent, rather than two. I actually talked myself into this. However, one day, I began to examine why I always felt the need to please others. I’m not a sycophant, but I always found myself trying to do things that would make others feel better toward me. After some honest probing, I realized that I had gained this habit as a response to my father leaving. Somewhere in my psyche, I had been so harmed by what I perceived as my dad’s rejection that I subconsciously sought to avoid any similar future pain.

Many of us feel the same way about God. We have been so harmed by our church upbringing that we are like abused dogs trying to learn to love again. My high school life of attempting to please Jesus, even though I often felt embarrassed by the manner in which I did so, was nothing more than an attempt to pacify a God whom I thought was displeased with me. 

Granted, it feels odd trying to love God while despising the institution that represents him. I have run across an inordinate number of Christians who cannot get rid of the awful aftertaste that their fanatical church upbringing has left in their mouths. So how do we get over that “yuck!” feeling that comes from having been raised in a narrow-minded environment?

Start with humor. Rather than holding on to anger and resentment, replace it with humor. There will be some collateral guilt that accompanies this, as your church probably programmed you to believe that it was sinful to make light of church doctrines. Forget the guilt and roll out the slapstick. Have a good laugh over the things that once caused you considerable apprehension.

I read a book called The Unlikely Disciple by Kevin Roose. It is an autobiographical account of an admittedly liberal, non-Christian college student, Roose. He decided to leave Brown University and attend Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University for a semester. Roose wanted to see what Christians were really like behind the scenes. He decided he would act as if he were a Christian while in school, doing everything that good Christians were supposed to do. The book is a hilarious, non-judgmental view of college-aged Christians. One particularly funny chapter had to do with masturbation. These young students at Liberty were so concerned about it that they actually attended a masturbation support group. These kids wanted to please God so much that they went to embarrassing lengths to avoid self-abuse. The group leader was a faculty member who gave his cell number out to his students so that they could call him whenever they had the urge to masturbate! (This story is ripe for a multitude of puns, from which I will refrain right now.) The thing that struck me about this tale was that these kids’ lives were seriously altered, to the point where they were worried about losing God’s approval. These are the kinds of stories that you need to look back on with humor. They will help you avoid the dark cloud of angst your oddball Christian upbringing caused you. 

 

D.  Letting Go Of Your Religious Past
 

Next, let your High School church off the hook. Sure, they were wacky, controlling, and inflexible, but they were also probably well-intentioned. They were unequipped to properly deal with the hurting hearts of the young, but they tried. Cut them some retroactive slack and see if you can get back to loving God. If your skin crawls when you think of going back to your old church, find a new one. Or don’t go at all. Be practical about this. 

When you decide to start rebuilding your relationship with God, you don’t need to prove to anyone that you are no longer a backslider. The older I get, the more I realize that the idea of backsliding is almost ridiculous. There are no relationships in life that continue on a consistent, upward trajectory. All relationships go up and down. Why else do you think the Lord said it’s a “good thing” for husbands and wives to temporarily separate if they face marital problems? A cooling off period is good for everyone involved. Your marriage will always encounter a certain degree of rockiness. Your Christian walk is no different; it will also. You don’t need to apologize to anybody for reality.

Finally, I would suggest that you find someone with whom you can constructively vent your feelings. My brother-in-law, Bruce, and I get together a few times a year and have deep discussions about many of the scars that our strikingly similar church upbringings have left us with. At times we laugh so hard we almost cry. He and I are astounded with how pious we both used to be. He relayed a story about a guy whom he “led to Christ” while in high school. A few days after Bruce saved the guy, his friend asked Bruce if it was okay for him to drink wine. He informed Bruce that his family had a glass of wine with dinner each night, and he liked the ritual. Bruce informed his friend that, no, he was not allowed to drink wine now that he was a Christian. His friend thought long about it, and then informed Bruce that he decided to dump the Christian idea. He then asked Bruce, “Can we still be friends, even though I don’t want to be a Christian?” In a robotic voice, Bruce said frostily, “I can only be friends with people who are friends with God.” 

Even little Christian robots have good hearts. I would know—I’ve been one. You’ve probably been one too. We’ve all spent years of our lives doing ridiculous things, thinking we were pleasing God. It’s time to let all that nonsense go. If you have to look back, do it with humor--don’t spend time dwelling on the wrongs that were done against you in the name of God. Your life with God is now. Don’t let the past take that away. 






  








TWENTY ONE

_______________
 

The Rapture Bogey Man
 

A.  A Thief in the Night Saved Me
 

I was thirteen years old when I first got saved. My mom took me to an Assembly of God church that was playing the Rapture movie A Thief in the Night. We didn’t attend the church but went to watch the movie. The movie quite literally scared the hell out of me. Or into me. I’m not sure which. 

In the movie, Christians are taken to heaven in the Rapture and non-Christians are left to deal with the aftermath. Scary, scary things happen to the folks left behind, including decapitation for becoming a Christian. At the end of the movie, the pastor gave an altar call and I practically ran up front to get saved. I wanted no part with guillotines or the Antichrist.

I spent the next several months terrified that I, nonetheless, would be left behind. My mother was a rock-solid Christian. If she walked out of a room without me seeing her leave, I was terrified that the Rapture had taken her and left me behind. I tried to keep tabs on my mom at all times. If she went anywhere, I went with her.

I kept telling myself that even if I got left behind, there was no way I would take the mark of the Beast. I constantly psyched myself up, assuring myself that when they stuck my head in the guillotine, I would never deny Christ. I would let them take my head off. Being a young Christian was, uh, great! Sorta.

After a few months or so, my fear of the Rapture disappeared. A few years later, I attended a high school retreat. It was the first time I would learn about the love of God. At this retreat, I didn’t go forward on any altar calls, but, for all sakes and purposes, I gave my life to the Lord.

Shortly thereafter we were taught about the Rapture all over again. I saw Thief in the Night Part II: A Distant Thunder, which was even spookier than the original. Post-Rapture Christians being beheaded in this movie had to lie face-up to watch the guillotine as it dropped. My Adams apple twitched as I watched. 

During this time in my life, the Rapture was everywhere. There were tons of Rapture books. I wore a T-shirt with Daffy Duck on it that read, “In Case of Wapture, this Shirt will have no Bod.” My friends and I got into frequent discussions about how cars would drive out of control and crash if the Rapture happened. Someone would usually make a sarcastic comment along the lines of, “Craig, it’s a good thing that pedestrians won’t have to worry about your car losing control when the Rapture happens.” 

My pastor, a great guy who truly loved God, always tried to do what he thought best. However, when it came to the Rapture he went a little overboard. Although Jesus had taught that no man knew the day nor the hour (Matthew 24:36-42) when he would return—not even Jesus himself—my pastor had figured it out. He had determined that the Rapture was going to come in either 1988 or 2007. He got this from reading Matthew 24:32-34, which said, “Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. Even so, when you see all these things, you know that it is near, right at the door. Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened.”

From these verses, my pastor extrapolated that the fig tree always represented Israel in scripture. We were also told that a generation in scripture was 40 years. With these two facts in mind, he interpreted Matthew 24:32-34 to mean that when Israel became a nation again (it happened on May 14, 1948, as every Rapturite will tell you), this would usher in the final generation. Thus, the end of the world would happen within 40 years, no later than May 14, 1988.

 

B.  Virgins Against the Rapture
 

As a horny teenager, this did not bode well for me. I wanted to get married and have sex. I determined to keep a close eye on May 14, 1988 to make sure I got married before that date. My Christian friends and I could not envision the Rapture coming before we got laid. Talk about the downer of downers. The Rapture wasn’t exactly something that we wanted to happen anytime soon, especially when we knew there probably was no sex in heaven. It really was a disappointing thought to be sitting with Jesus on a cloud, petting lambs, pondering the fact that we’d never get laid. 

You can imagine how happy I was when May 15, 1988 arrived unaccompanied by the Rapture. I was in the clear for the time being. However, this eventuality had been covered by my pastor. He taught that Israel’s birth date might not be May 14, 1948, but June 19, 1967, the day of the Six-Day War between Israel and Egypt. Fortunately my obsession with the Rapture dissipated over time and I eventually got married, so I didn’t have to worry about being a bachelor when the actual Rapture did occur. However, I did keep an occasional eye on the calendar to wait for June 20, 2007 to come—40 years after the Six-Day War. I no longer believed that the Rapture would happen before that date, however it was nice to see this date pass as well without a Rapture. I’m not sure how my old pastor explained this away.

Philip Yancey referred to this morbid fascination with the Rapture as “Rapture Abuse.” I could not possibly come up with a better phrase.

Christians have an unhealthy (to me) preoccupation with seeing the world come to an end. There seems to be a steady undercurrent in the Christian community that everything will be so much better when this world comes to an end. What’s wrong with enjoying the life God gave us and letting the future take care of itself and doing the best to improve the “here and now” for everyone? We all die soon enough as it is; why the incessant desire to fast-forward all of our lives and have them come to an end? This life is a gift—it should not be wished away. Nonetheless, Christians are always doing just that. Many Christians have this odd-ball sense that they are somehow betraying God if they admit that they enjoy life on this planet.

What was it about the Rapture that made everybody kind of cuckoo? I constantly heard Christians saying things like, “I can’t wait until the Rapture comes. I just want to get out of this place.” My mother regularly said things like, “Come, Lord Jesus.” I didn’t like all of this hurry-up-and-get-here Rapture talk. It seemed like an attempt to escape from real life. But what was so wrong with real life? Sure, everyone wants to go to heaven. But why the big rush?

It was an odd part of my early Christian culture. You had to spend considerable time wishing that the Rapture would come, when you really weren’t in a hurry. 

I have since studied more on end times. There are competing views on whether the Rapture will happen at all. If it doesn’t, talk about wasting a lot of years over nothing.

When my grandmother died in 2004, my aunt commented that she felt a lot more at peace. My aunt had been banking on the fact that the Rapture would come before she died. She could thus avoid the unpleasantness of death. However, when my grandmother departed, my aunt became more comfortable with the idea of death, as her mother would be waiting. 

Jesus said, “I came to give you life and life more abundantly.” Fascination with the Rapture was a way of thumbing our noses at life. It’s as if a lot of Christians think it’s wrong to love the life you have been given. Like those pastors who thought it was wrong to play loud rock music. I once attended a Christian rock concert where the lead guitarist went on this incredible solo jam for about 15 minutes. When he finished, he asked the crowd not to get too excited, because (as he sang), “This is not an ordinary rock and role concert.” Huh? Why do we Christians always say dumb things like this? Why not enjoy to the fullest? 

You are not less of a Christian because you want to live a long, full life. And you don’t love God less because you prefer that the Rapture hold off for a bit. Nonetheless, Christians seem unable to divest themselves of these “fantasies” of the world ending. Just like a child cannot avoid messing with a bowl of cake batter left unattended on the kitchen counter. 

 

C.  Y2K And Mental Illness
 

Case in point: Y2K. Y2K was the updated version of the Rapture. The Christian community pointed at Y2K as if something really awesome was going to happen, possibly ushering in the Rapture. Maybe this was the Big One. The end of the millennium. A lot of otherwise respectable churches advised its members to stock up on food and water. My brother was caught up in it to the point that, the day before Y2K, he was at Walmart, feverishly trying to buy a Coleman stove “just in case” he needed it to cook food after Y2K. I know of a family that sold its home and moved to a desert outpost, waiting for the terrors of Y2K to strike. Absurd. 

Of course, Y2K turned out to be a complete bust Rapturewise. Nothing unusual happened, other than a bunch of computer techies getting rich fixing computers that didn’t need fixing (Hey, it wasn’t their fault). My brother was finally at ease at about 6:01 a.m. on December 31, 1999. At that moment, he was watching television as Australia (18 hours ahead of us) became the first country to enter the new millennium. No nuclear missiles rained down. Any place. There were no computer meltdowns, train wrecks, or horrific pile-ups on the interstate. Nothing. Just January 1, 2000. Just another ordinary day. Except of course for those who for one reason or another were hung over. My brother fell asleep in peace—the world was safe. As for the family that had sold its home, those people had to feel foolish. 

You’d think that we’d learn from our past mistakes. Wrong. In 2011, I was driving down the freeway when I saw a billboard that announced that the world would abruptly end on May 21, 2011. When I first saw the billboard, I thought that it was announcing a conference that would take place on May 21, 2011—a conference that would address the issue of end times. Wrong. The billboard was actually declaring that May 21, 2011 was the final day on earth for everyone. My brother didn’t stay up to watch Australian television this time, nor did he buy fresh Coleman stove fuel. I could tell that I had grown, since I woke up on May 21 and didn’t even think about it being the end of the world. I had learned from the Y2K cry of “wolf.” But, once again, some wacky Christian group had declared that it knew when the world would end, despite Matthew 24:36-42. My father, an agnostic, was asked what he was going to do if the world came to an end. He wryly replied, “Have breakfast, then read a bit.”

Why this fascination with the end of the world? Why do Christians regularly insist that America is a godless nation and that we are going to pay for its sins? These Christians have a gleam in their eyes when they talk about coming judgment on our nation, all but forgetting that they live here too. I don’t know about you, but I have no desire to see the U.S. blown up or judged. I happen to like this place. 

Why can’t being a Christian be normal? The Christian community, many times, carries on in an embarrassing fashion. Like the drunken uncle who uses vulgar language at the wrong moment during a family gathering.

The Rapture, Y2K, “End of the World” billboards; what’s next? Many as-yet unknown apocalyptic events will certainly be proclaimed in the future. Christians will get all excited about these events; the news will report stories that make us look really stupid; then the uproar will gradually subside and it will be quiet until next time. 

I’ve come to realize that this abnormal characteristic of the Christian community is something we just have to live with. It’s the little brother who isn’t old enough to get it, but we love him anyway, even if he embarrasses us.

Some of you may have lost faith over incidents like these. Don’t. Take time to look back and laugh at these things. After all, God invented humor for a reason. In the meantime, get up and enjoy the life God has given you. Enjoy the morning sun, the surf, the mountains, the sound of children swimming in a pool during the summer, the smell of pizza, or something as simple as an ice cold Coke on a hot day. Life is a gift God wrapped and gave to you. Don’t let wacky Christian philosophies rob you of the joy of life, and certainly don’t let them steal your love for God. 






  








TWENTY TWO

_______________
 

My Pastor Got Divorced
 

A.  Too Cool to be a Pastor
 

I have always had a problem getting to church on time. Truth be told, I don’t really like singing so I drag my feet to ensure that I miss most of the worship service. If I wanted to arrive on time that would likely be impossible anyway: I have a wife and two young daughters who also attend. A guy can get out of the shower, dry his hair, comb it, and be dressed in three minutes. This process takes a woman three days. My wife has to start getting ready for Sunday morning church on Thursday night. When we get pressed for time, I try to hurry her up. I love when my wife says, “I just have to put my makeup on, then I’ll be ready to go.” That’s the equivalent of me saying I will be ready as soon as I cut and edge the lawn. 

A few years back, we started attending a church that was barely a mile from our home. This church was so close that I could practically roll over in my bed and hear the pastor preach. Nonetheless, we conspicuously still never made it on time to hear the singing. Which was okay with me. 

The pastor was a guy named Randy. He was different from any pastor I had ever seen. He kind of had a disdainful attitude like I, which probably explains why I liked him. He started each service off with a joke. And the jokes were actually funny. At the conclusion of each service, his wife would meet him at the front, and then they would walk up the center aisle, arm-in-arm.

I liked pastor Randy’s no-nonsense sermons—they were refreshing. However, he never seemed happy. I don’t think he smiled once the entire year we attended that church. Not even at his own jokes.

During his sermons, Pastor Randy would always talk about his brother who had an important job for the city. It was as if he envied his brother and at times, didn’t really want to be a pastor.

During one difficult stretch in pastor Randy’s life, he was highly disturbed by several elderly parishioners who had died on his watch. He had visited these people faithfully in the hospital and prayed for their recovery, only to have them die. On top of this grief, Randy had a poor relationship with his mother that he wished was better. 

One particular Sunday morning, pastor Randy preached about how disenchanted he was with his lot in life. I had never heard a pastor complain about this; it almost sounded sacrilegious. The congregation felt uncomfortable; nonetheless, Pastor Randy droned on. He was upset about old people dying, his poor relationship with his mom, his dysfunctional relationship with his siblings. Nothing was right with his whole life. Halfway through the sermon, Pastor Randy said that he didn’t think he could go on like this for much longer. I figured he was just blowing off steam, but boy was I wrong. A few minutes later, he stopped the service and said he was done. I wasn’t sure what to think. A lot of parishioners walked up front to comfort him. I figured he would snap out of it in a few days.

That was the last time that I ever saw pastor Randy. He quit on the spot and never returned to the church. I was totally shocked. I was even more astounded when I learned that after leaving the church, he divorced his wife and left his family. 

 

B.  Mega Churches and Mega Affairs
 

My mother attends a large contemporary church near her home. It’s one of those mega churches that requires a sea of parking attendants just to keep the traffic in line as people come and go from each of its five services. It has a sanctuary so big that there are two enormous TV monitors on each side of the front stage so members of the audience can see what’s in the pastor’s nose. The architecture is eye-catching.

We have visited this church a few times. I grew up in contemporary church, but lost my stomach for it long ago. The first time you see a pastor preaching in jeans, it’s kinda cool. After a thousand times though, it gets old. I am not into pipe organs at church, but I prefer a dress code that is slightly above cut-off jeans, tank tops, and flip-flops. Be that as it may, my mom likes that I occasionally attend her church with her, so I go. 

One Sunday my mom’s pastor was preaching a familiar contemporary message, which made me wish I was elsewhere. In the middle of the service, the pastor said, “Some of you get so worked up about coming to church. Relax, man, it’s just church.” I may have grown tired of contemporary churches, but at that moment he was right; I just needed to relax—it was only church. I can’t tell you what a leap this was, as I had sworn off contemporary church years ago. I wasn’t going to start regularly attending contemporary church on Sundays again, but it was okay to relax on the few occasions a year that I did.

My mom’s church grew to several thousand people. It boomed until infidelity reared its ugly head. My mom called to tell me that her pastor was getting divorced. This was a startling revelation. I’m not naive to think that pastors can’t divorce, but it just seemed like this pastor was far from it. He was in his early 40s; he and his wife had been married for 20 years. They seemed happy. Unlike my pastor Randy who never smiled, my mom’s pastor exuded happiness with his lot in life.

As the weeks went by, my mom kept me abuzz on happenings. Through the gossip chain (aka “prayer group”) my mom learned that the pastor’s wife was the cheater. This bit of information became public knowledge when an assistant pastor promptly announced it from the pulpit! I didn’t know why the wife cheated, but I didn’t see the point to announcing her fall to the entire church. Naturally this was lip-smacking news to most. 

As more weeks passed, my mom learned that her pastor was going to step down. More rumors swirled; apparently he had slipped-up, as well. In short order, this mega church that my mom’s pastor had built no longer belonged to him. 

Two pastors. Two strikeouts. Was I really surprised that these guys were ordinary men?

I’ve often wondered what pastors do for a living after they quit or get fired from their churches. I once needed to hire a secretary for my law firm. I run a mom-and-pop shop, so I needed to be involved in the process. I put an ad in the paper and applications came pouring in. I interviewed several people for the job. I needed someone familiar with multiple computer programs. None of the applicants really jumped out at me until I talked with one particular lady, whom I’ll call Sally. Her resume was impressive. She had worked for several law firms and knew every computer program on my requirement list. She was friendly and intelligent; she clearly had the best credentials for the job. At the conclusion of the interview, I told Sally that I would get back to her within a few days. After Sally left my office, I revisited her resume and noticed something out of the ordinary. She had left no contact numbers or email addresses for her former employers. I probably would have hired her without calling her former employers, but the omission of the telephone numbers piqued my curiosity. I tracked down one employer’s number and called for feedback, which they refused to give. The only response this employer gave was, “All I can tell you is that she used to work for us.” This in itself told me nothing. I then informed the former employer that I ran a small law firm, and that it was critically important that I know about her credentials. The person on the other end then said, “All I can say is that, if you have other applicants, I’d hire one of them.” That was all I needed to know. Sally did not get the job.

What happens when people like Pastor Randy and my mom’s pastor apply for jobs after leaving a church? They are in the one profession where, if everybody doesn’t already know your business, they soon will. Quitting your church after cheating on your wife in the ministry would be akin to having been fired as a bank teller for stealing money. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hire them again.

 

C.  God Reaches People . . . In Spite of Pastors
 

So why do pastors end up like this? The same reason that many people have difficult things happen in their lives. Pastors are human; they make stupid mistakes; they pay the consequences of their actions. It’s no great mystery. 

However, if we know anything about God, it’s that he uses difficult situations to change people’s lives. It’s his way of converting complete junk into something useful. My mom said she was so angry with her pastor that she felt like kicking him. People who “deserve” to be kicked usually need compassion more than the rest of us. That’s God’s way. 

A little while back, I watched a gymnastics meet on TV. What has always impressed me about gymnasts is the incredible training and discipline that goes into preparing for each routine. I watched as men on the rings hung parallel to the ground, their muscles ripping as they stoically held a position. It amazed me how much strength this took 

During the high bar, the gymnasts swung around at incredible speeds, flipping off the bar, somersaulting into mid-air, and then grabbing the bar again. This dizzying routine continued until the performer finally flung himself out into space, spun a few times, then landed on his feet. One guy got lower marks because he had to take an extra step upon his landing. Just one step. These judges were tough. If they were air traffic controllers, they apparently would want 747s to land on one spot, like a helicopter. 

When it came to floor exercises, these gymnasts did crazy tumbling passes, flipping, diving, and somersaulting as if they could not be injured. One guy gathered himself in a corner, ready to make a final tumbling run. He slowly raised his arms up, his feet only micro-inches from crossing the out-of-bounds line, as he mentally prepared himself to make his mad dash across the floor. At that moment I thought about how he would lose points if he accidently inched his pinky toe over the line before starting his final tumbling pass, enough of a deduction that could have kept him out of the running for a medal. It was inconceivable why someone would train ten hours a day, seven days a week, for several years, if a wayward pinky toe could cost him all of his hard work. 

After I finished watching the gymnastics event, I clicked over to watch BMX bicycle riders in an X-Games format. Each of these riders had about two minutes to drive his BMX bicycle over large ramps and perform extraordinary tricks. One cyclist drove high up a ramp, and then intentionally lodged his front foot peg along the top edge of the ramp, which brought him to a halt. He held the pose for a moment, then released and sped back down. Unfortunately, he lost control of his back wheel and he pitched straight over his handlebars. He landed with a thud, breaking his collarbone. He was out of the competition.

I watched as several more riders performed incredible tricks, not once falling off their bikes. Finally it came to the leader’s turn. He roared through the course and was clearly superior to most of the riders. During one maneuver, he performed an incredible twist in the air, but landed hard, jamming his seat. He had to stop at the top of the next ramp and adjust it. I figured he would lose the competition, since he had done something worse than sticking his pinky toe over the boundary line. I don’t know much about BMX scoring, so I was completely amazed to find him still in the lead at the end of his run. Apparently BMX is less strict about minor form mistakes, and more concerned about rewarding those who go all out and complete extraordinary stunts. 

 

D.  God Isn’t Judging Us on the Ten Point Must System
 

When it comes to God, we tend to be our worst critics. As soon as our pinky toe goes over some spiritual line, we presume we’ve lost God’s grace. When we do something really bad, like land so hard that our seat nearly breaks, we presume we’re even further out of God’s graces. If we break a collarbone, we are disqualified from the competition. We presume this is how it goes for adulterous pastors—but not really.

I never knew what became of pastor Randy or my mom’s pastor. I’ll bet they spent many months beating themselves up. It’s tough enough to be a normal Christian and fall from grace. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be a pastor who has fallen from grace. When they go to the grocery store in the neighborhood, they must cringe when people recognize them. The worst part is that they probably feel that God is finished using them; they have done too much harm to ever be useful again. But we know this is not true. The Bible is filled with reclamation projects. In fact, it seems that a prerequisite to becoming a hero of the Bible is that you first had to be a major screw- up.

Fallen pastors are fallen people. Nothing more, nothing less. We all fall flat on our faces. It’s a right of passage in the life of a Christian. Have you remained face down for too long? Tired of the race? Fed up with the runners in the race? You need God’s kindness. He hands out grace like it’s Sees candy. He doesn’t give us a license to sin, but he does give us unconditional love. Proverbs 24:16 says, “For though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises again, but the wicked are brought down by calamity.” Both the righteous man and the wicked fall on their faces. There is no time frame for how long the righteous man is down; however, it is only the righteous man who eventually rises. The righteous man is not a better man than the wicked man—he simply rises to his feet, whereas the wicked man chooses to remain down.

Nobody really thinks that their pastor has a secret passageway to heaven. Pastors put their pants on one leg at a time, just like the rest of us. They also sin, just like the rest of us. They also need forgiveness, just like the rest of us. Too many people use the spiritual misstep of others to justify their own perpetual stale state of spirituality. It’s time to stop blaming your pastor who got divorced, your “Praise- the-Lord” aunt, or Jimmy Swaggart for your dismal spiritual lot in life. It’s time to get up. There are no prerequisites to getting up. You just need to stop ignoring God or living a life that is displeasing to him. It really is as simple as that. Forgiveness is available at this exact second. Grab it. Life is short. Don’t spend your entire life in the on-deck circle. Do something with the things that God has given you. 






  








TWENTY THREE

_______________
 

Finding Faith in a Troubled World
 

A.  A Bee on the Seat - - Watch Out!
 

My family and I recently visited Griffith Observatory, perched high on a hill in Los Angeles. We could almost touch the HOLLYWOOD sign from where we stood. If there hadn’t been so much smog, it would have been a spectacular view of the LA area. We had to park far down the hill because the parking lot was full.

We finished our visit at midday and hiked back down the hill to our minivan. When we got to the car, my daughters and wife got in. I popped open the ice chest and started making lunch. We sat in our car, windows down, ready to eat.

The minute my animated seven-year-old, Hannah, sat down, she suddenly shot out of her seat screaming that she had been stung. And, we’re not talking just plain screaming—it was more like call-child-protective-services type screaming. Up to this moment, I had spent her entire life trying to explain that bees were her friends and that they were not going to hurt her—but the friendship had abruptly ended.

We coddled and comforted Hannah for the next twenty minutes. However, we could not convince her to get back into her seat, where the bee had gotten her attention. I finally bribed her by promising to buy her an ice cream. The screaming stopped and she crawled back in her seat.

Hannah has lost all affection for bees. In fact, for the remainder of the day she talked about committing various types of homicide against them in the future. It was pointless to try explaining to her that bees are good for the world. But if sat upon, they will retaliate. Hannah now sees all bees as bad and couldn’t care less if they pollinate flowers or make honey. 

A lot of us look at God like he is a bee. We feel he has stung us and it hurts like hell. How could a God who makes tasty honey sting us in the butt when we aren’t looking?

I know of a girl named Francine who accepted Jesus into her heart when she was eight years old. When she was in sixth grade, she went to a Bible camp and was raped by a camp counselor. She is now 16 years old and no longer believes in Jesus. These days, she leans toward believing in Pantheism. How do you explain that bee sting?

My mother was born and raised in St. Louis, Missouri in a painfully poor family during the Great Depression. Her father worked every odd job he could find to help them survive. They could scarcely afford to buy meat, a delicacy served perhaps once a month. The remainder of the time they survived on beans and potatoes.

My mom is a feisty spirit. She enrolled in nursing school with plans to leave St. Louis, but she almost quit. Her first year in nursing school overwhelmed her. One night, she packed her bags and sheepishly called her father to come pick her up. She was done. In the background, she heard her grandmother quip, “I knew she wouldn’t make it.” That was just the tonic she needed. She unpacked her bags and finished nursing school.

After nursing school, my mother came west and ended up in California. She got a job as a nurse and later met a daring guy named Rick, my father. They dated and soon were married. Before long, my mom was the mother of six children, her kids spanning a range of only eight years. She and my dad struggled mightily to survive. My dad worked long nights at a restaurant. Unfortunately, he also put in overtime with some of the waitresses.

My dad didn’t like being tied down. He wasn’t happy. One day he was gone. My mother was alone. She was 1,800 miles from her family, unemployed, had little money and six ferociously hungry children to feed. On top of that, she was thirty-four years old and didn’t know how to drive. Several years later, my dad finally began paying alimony, but even it wasn’t enough. 

It got worse. The financial and emotional pressure became too much for her; she began to lose her sanity. She started hallucinating and believing that people were following her. She was sure my father had hired a private eye to steal her six children from her. On one occasion, we were driving home from the Laundromat when a car passed her. She followed it into a neighborhood. The driver got out of his car and walked up the driveway to his home. My mom stopped the car in front of his house, jumped out, and yelled at the man, “Stop following me; you are not going to take my children.” The man was positively flummoxed.

Life can do that to you. One day, you’re a stay-at-home mom nurturing six young children. The next, you are screaming crazy things at strange men who don’t know you from the Easter Bunny.

 

B.  Church Instead of the Mental Institution
 

In the end, the only thing that saved my mom was God. 

We all tend to resist the fact that God is our only hope. It means we have to join his club if we want assistance. Many of us would prefer to control our lives without having to answer to higher authority.

Our problem is that we view God as a stinging honeybee or, in my case, an absent father. Some people equate him to a cheating spouse or to their rapist camp counselor. Whatever the case may be a lot of us have a dysfunctional God in our minds. But that’s not who God is. It really isn’t. We find in Jeremiah 29:11-13, “For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call on me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.” 

If God desires to give us hope then why do we reject him? I think a lot of it has to do with how we’ve been treated by his people. If we are realistic, we have to admit that God’s family is a lot like our own families. There are good family members and there are those we wish would permanently vacation in Tahiti. 

We need to stop pretending that we are dealing with the problem by blaming our lack of relationship with God on family members, unfaithful spouses, or rapist camp counselors. These people are abhorrent, but they are not God. If you have a rare heart disease, would you forego seeing the most qualified cardiologist in your area because this doctor’s sister insulted you at the grocery store? No. The two situations are entirely unrelated, although they appear to share a common nexus. 

God and his sheep are not one-and-the-same. They are separate entities. People are responsible for their actions. In end, God will deal with the wrongdoers who have no desire to turn from their ways. However, he wants to show tenderness to you. Come back. 

I wasn’t much of a student in high school; I slept away most of my senior year. I barely survived my last semester, coming in at the wire with three Ds. Sixty absences had contributed to my predicament. However, there was one class that I almost never missed: Psychology with Mr. Outland. Mr. Outland didn’t have starch in his shirt; he knew how to speak to high school kids, and each day in his class was a lesson in real life. On one particular day, Mr. Outland made a profound statement about love and loss. He explained that people who are angry in the aftermath of an unsuccessful love are people who care. An angry person is not simply angry for the sake of being angry. The anger comes from the hurt. And they hurt because they care. 

I recently watched Andy Stanley, the son of famed preacher Charles Stanley, give a Bible study on anger against God. During this particular study, Andy informed his audience that he needed three volunteers to come onto the stage. He told the audience that one of the three participants would actually be given a new IPOD. After three volunteers were placed on stage, he gave each participant a bag, with a hidden prize inside. The first person opened their bag and found a brand new IPOD! The next person opened their bag and discovered a $100 gift card to Best Buy! The final guy opened his bag and found a banana. 

As the three participants looked at their prizes, Andy talked about how unfair the situation seemed. He commented that the guy who had been given the banana was envious of the two other participants. When the participants left the stage, Andy told them, yes, they could keep the prizes that they had been given (even the banana!). 

As they went off, Andy asked the audience whether the banana recipient was mad at the other participants, since he had not received a similar gift. Andy then proceeded to state that the guy with the banana wasn’t mad at the other two participants. Instead, he was mad at Andy for giving him a minuscule gift. Andy then stated that many of us look at other people in life and envy them because they seemingly have a better life than we. However, Andy pointed out that these people were not really angry with others; rather they were angry at God for not giving them what they expected in life.

A lot of us are angry with God. But we’re not even really aware that we are actually angry with God and not a situation. We claim to be angry with our spouse, the congregants in our church, or any other person in our lives. But unknowingly we’re really angry with God.

 

C.  It’s Normal to Be Angry With God 
 

It’s okay to be angry with God. He’s not going to give you cancer for getting angry with him—he’s going to love you. We are not dealing with a phony God or one who holds grudges. He knows and understands why you are angry. That is what matters. He doesn’t care two cents for how you express your anger. 

We need to stop conceiving of God as this phony genie who sprinkles stardust on people and makes them Stepford happy. Precisely where did we ever get this idiotic view? Do you know people who have spoiled kids? How many times have you wanted to smack these parents upside the head? Then why do you want God to treat you like those spoiled kids? Will you be happy if he buys you the toy that you really want; namely, an uninterrupted, happy life? He is a real God, not a phony. He is not here to soothe hurts by offering bow-wrapped boxes of sweets. He is here to let you lay your head on his shoulder and cry. 

Recognize that your anger is nothing but you trying to control the uncontrollable. It’s time to let go. For the first time in your life you truly have no control over your circumstances. If your plane goes through severe turbulence, the last person you’d swear off at that moment is the pilot. Why are you swearing off God in your hour of need? Do you feel that God has abandoned you? Jesus felt that way. It’s normal to feel that way. 

Dust yourself off and pray to God. Who cares if you haven’t talked to him in six years? He won’t hold it against you; he just wants to hear from you. When you pray to God, forget trying to be holy because you aren’t; you never will be. Just be real in your prayer to him. Yell at him if you have to, but be real. God dislikes phoniness as much as you do. He appreciates candor. And get this: God actually loves you and is grieved by your circumstances. Then why doesn’t he fix them? For the same reason you don’t buy your daughter the $300 doll house every time you go into Toys”R”Us: it’s not what she needs. God is worried about you specifically. He isn’t concerned that you cursed at him or told him to drop dead. He loves you and just wants you to love him.

 

D.  What Do You Want, God?
 

God has interrupted your life to make you realize that He is what matters. With eternity on the line, this is fairly important to realize That’s not being selfish, that’s reality. Your car cannot run without gas. If your car runs out of gas, what does that tell you? Your soul was made to run on God. Why would you possibly think it doesn’t need God to run? You probably don’t like that. I don’t like that. But, you know what’s odd? It seems like whenever I acknowledge that I need Him, my life gets better. I’m not suggesting that your problems will miraculously disappear. I’m just saying that peace seems to follow the times in my life when I have honestly asked God for his love and help.

This journey we call Life is a mind-numbing experience. The longer we’re on this path, the harder it can be to remain a Christian. We hear far too many stories of hypocritical Christians, cruel Sunday school teachers, uncaring pastors, bigoted leaders, and darkness in our churches. Any one of these items can derail a person’s belief.

One of my all-time favorite movies is Men in Black. Tommy Lee Jones stars as a secret government agent (the Men in Black a.k.a. MIB) hired to hide and assimilate into our society aliens who have crash-landed on earth. Most of the aliens are compliant and take on the form of humans. Will Smith, a New York City cop, has no clue that these aliens exist until he stumbles upon Tommy Lee Jones and these hidden alien entities. Jones realizes that Smith would make a perfect addition to this government agency that oversees the aliens. He asks Smith to join. During one scene in the movie, Jones explains how amazing it is to be a member of this super secret agency. Jones tells Smith that if he joins he will have to give up everything—his past, his identity, and every person he loves. For reasons unexplained, MIB agents must leave their past behind. Before hearing this, Will Smith was clearly interested. The sun begins to rise as Jones tells Smith that he has to leave. As Jones walks away, Smith yells, “Hey, was it worth it?” Jones immediately and in a matter-of-fact tone says, “Oh yeah, it was worth it.” Smith later joined and was taken for the ride of his life, one that he did not regret. 

God has asked for your life. If you are like me, you probably just felt a chill shoot up your spine and an urge to distance yourself from this message. Images of quitting your career and becoming a carpenter for Habit for Humanity probably just shot through your head, and you don’t like it. Relax. Nobody’s asking you to get a full-time job at the church, become an usher, or quit your career. God will work within the parameters of your life. He will make your life better. But how can your life get better if you turn it over to God? You own your life. You are in control of it. The last time you attempted to let him take control, he gave you a banana. You don’t want to go down that route again You make the decisions about what you should do. Nobody controls you, and nobody tells you what to do. For all of your “you” time, is your life really all that happy? Truly? The best way to improve your life is to give in to God. It sounds insane, but it truly is what’s best. Tommy Lee Jones would tell you in a matter-of-fact tone that it is easily worth it. 

As we come to the end of this book, it’s time for you to make a decision. Will you allow the hurt and pain in your life continue to run your life, or will you just give up and give in to God? The sooner you put gas into your evaporating tank, the better off you will feel. God is there for you; that’s all that will ever matter. Ever. Quit wasting the years of your life venting at the one person who can actually help you. God isn’t keeping track of how long you have been angry; He just wants you. Get on your knees and ask for God’s help. It really is that simple. That’s where true happiness lies. 
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