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(Bruce Vaughn’s son,
Taylor, was treated for non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma for eighteen months, dying in
January of 1995 at the age of eight.)
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The Lord is near to the
brokenhearted,


and saves the crushed in spirit.  -Psalm 34:18


 


Dearest Taylor,


 


Before you became sick
I thought the phrase “broken heart” a mere metaphor. Now that you are gone it
no longer strikes me as simply a figure of speech. Tonight as I lay down to
sleep a dull, almost imperceptible ache in my chest appeared. I tried at first
to ignore it, to treat the sensation as an unwelcome stranger. Perhaps it would
go away. But then, when I felt the wetness of tears on my face, I understood
what the heartache was about. So now I’m sitting here at your computer, tapping
out the staggered rhythms of my heart on keys that once felt the touch of your
fingers.


 


No, the rupture in my
heart is real—just as real as your absence from my life. Somehow it feels like
a kind of penance, this breach in the wall of my soul. It seems unfair that my
heart goes on beating so long after yours has become still. I have done what no
decent parent should do—survive their child. So your absence demands expiation.
My heart is broken for you.


 


And this brokenness
accentuates your absence. Over seven months have passed now since you died, yet
every day I wake up and still find it incredible that you are not here. A few
days ago school started back. No child ever enjoyed school more than you. All
your friends are in the third grade now, and I find it intolerable that you are
not among them. I wonder if they still think of you. The other Sunday I saw two
of your best buddies at church—Blake Barclay and Dale Wolfe. They seemed so
much taller than when you last played with them, and I suddenly realized you
would be taller by now too. After the service Blake walked up to me. He was so alive,
so healthy, so warm and vibrant. As I placed my hand on his head I thought,
“This should be my son.” I do miss you terribly.


 


In a strange way,
though, the heartache makes you almost near. Long before you became ill I would
come home from work and hear your little footsteps running to meet me as I
opened the door. As I bent down and opened my arms you would run into me at
full speed, sometimes knocking me to the floor. I would notice a vague soreness
in my chest following such a rendezvous, much like the sensation that came upon
me moments ago. It’s difficult now to remember you having so much energy. In my
dreams you are always sick. Maybe someday I can remember you more as the little
boy who ran into me hard enough to make my chest hurt. For now I’ll have to
accept the heartache as a substitute, and cherish it as I would the memory.


 


Dear God,


My heart is broken,
my spirit crushed, yet it is hard to believe You are near. Help my unbelief.
More importantly, I want to believe You are near to Taylor. When he knew he was dying he was so afraid of leaving his mother and me, afraid of being alone. Our arms cannot reach him now, so You must hold him for us. And, please God, let him know we love
him still. Amen.


 


(Today Bruce resides
in Nashville, devoting his time to family, writing, teaching, and
Christian counseling.)

















INTRODUCTION


 


Before we begin the
second leg of our journey, let me relate a conversation I had with my mother
about the first. Shortly after she read 5 Reasons: Why I Still Believe in
God, she told me that God’s existence had never been an issue with her. She
had always assumed, never doubted, that He was real. Her experience, I am
convinced, is the way it is with the majority. Although the number of people
who doubt God’s existence is far greater than it appears (due, of course, to
their reluctance to make such reservations public), these silent skeptics are
outnumbered by those, like my mother, who have had little or no doubt during
their lifetimes.1


 


For this reason, my
first volume was very much a niche book. Its target audience was limited to
doubters seeking to answer and believers needing to defend the question, “Is
there really a God?” If you are in neither of these groups, you may have
wondered as you read it what all the fuss was about. What I ask of you here is
a little empathy. Trust me (for I have been there), it is imperative that those
with such doubts first and foremost come to grips with God’s existence. Without
assurance regarding this subject, any other theological endeavor is at best
half-hearted.


 


In a real sense,
then, my first book can be viewed as an attempt to get everyone on the same
page. People with doubts about the existence of God and those without them
should at its conclusion be able to stand together and chant in unison, “I
believe God is real!” From this common platform a focused and meaningful
discussion of God’s nature can then ensue.


 


During that same
conversation, my mother did confess to me occasional struggles with the nature
of God. While holding fast to God’s reality, she sometimes found herself
wondering what kind of God He really is. She told me that, in particular, all
the pain and suffering in the world caused her to pause and think. Here again,
I think she is in the majority. People who seldom, if ever, question God’s
existence often find themselves scratching their heads over His character.
Rare, indeed, is the individual who has never harbored doubts about the nature
of God.


 


Most of us,
therefore, stand with similar emotions on the plateau that marks the end of the
first leg of our religious journey and the beginning of the second. Looking
behind at the slope of God’s existence, we acknowledge that the universe around
us makes the most sense if there is a God. Gazing ahead, we long for His nature
to make sense to us as well. Included among us are people who silently wrestle
with tough questions about this God they have come to believe in. Also standing
with us are those who dare to voice their questions aloud:


 


I’ve always been
inclined to believe that there must be some sort of “higher power” behind everything, but I don’t see
any evidence that it’s a personal being who is all-powerful (in any sense) or
gives a rip about humanity.2


 


I have no trouble
believing God is good. My question is more, What good is he?... Really, what
can we count on God for?3


 


I don’t see what
difference it makes what characteristics God has: He still doesn’t seem very interested in us!4


 


I can’t tell you
how many times I’ve tried to make contact with God! All I get for my efforts is
a sense of cold, disapproving silence.5


 


When [your
mother] was dying, we all prayed till we were blue in the face. Even you kids
prayed. Maybe God doesn’t listen to the prayers of sinful adults, but He should
have at least heard the cries of you kids!6


 


Dear God, You
sure don’t act as if God is alive...7


 


Why should we
care about the existence of God, with all the evidence that our interest is not
reciprocated? 8


 


This book will
attempt to address these questions and to provide some answers. As your guide
during the next sixty days, I must admit to you at the outset my limitations. I
am no professional theologian. I have no earned masters or doctorate in
religion or philosophy. Nor have I been granted unique insight into the nature
and character of God. Even when it comes to writing, I am still a novice with
so much to learn. Yet something (or should I venture to say Someone?) compels
me to offer my assistance to you. It is true that I could give you a resume
that lists my undergraduate studies in religion and history, my lifetime
obsession with theological reading, my giftedness and experience as a teacher,
and my bent toward logical analysis as a physician. I consider these, however,
to be secondary. At the top of that list, underlined and in bold print, would
be an awareness of an inner voice—mysterious, yet almost palpable—that urges me
to take up the task. If I failed to listen to that voice and make this journey
with you, it would seem to me like turning a deaf ear to God Himself. This
sense of call, more than anything else, should be assumed from beginning to
end.


 


My book on God’s
existence consisted of sixty readings suitable for daily reflection but also
amenable to a single sitting. In addition to its versatility, this format has
also proven to be aesthetically inviting and easy to follow. For these reasons,
I have elected to continue the same structure here. Regarding the necessity of
reading the first volume before tackling this one, let me provide some words of
advice. I have tried my best to make this a stand-alone book. As you will soon
discover, my discussion of God’s nature relies heavily on the five arguments
for God’s existence given in book one. Without rehashing them in total,
I have attempted to summarize them so that no one will have to do any remedial
reading. This should especially be comforting to those of you who have never
experienced the slightest doubt about God’s existence and would find book one
somewhat of a bore. If you want more of the five arguments than just a summary,
feel free to secure a copy of 5 Reasons. But do so only if it serves you
some good function.


 


Thank you for
accompanying me on this leg of our journey. And thank You, God, for joining us,
too. If I am right about Your nature, You will be there every step along the
way.
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Day 1 – God’s existence versus God’s nature


 


 


I know there is a
God. I believe He exists. I just don’t know what to believe about Him.  –an honest BELIEVER in Iowa


 


 


The first thing to
make clear about the nature of God is how it relates to His existence. The two
are separate stages of the same journey, distinct yet integrally linked. As
with the legs of a 4x400 relay, they have a common direction and goal, but each
should be treated as if it were a “race” in and of itself.


 


The key to
approaching the subjects of God’s existence and nature, then, is to remember
that both are vital links in one’s chain of beliefs, while at the same time
focusing on each as if it were separate from the other. The net result, if
handled in this fashion, would be a strong chain, every link secure.

















Day 2 – God’s existence versus God’s nature (II)


 


 


I refuse to believe in a God who lets
a child die like that.  –a DOCTOR
in Camus’ novel The Plague


 


Since the Holocaust, it is impossible
for a Jew to believe in God.  –a
disillusioned JEW


 


 


Problems frequently
arise when the subjects of God’s existence and nature are enmeshed as one.
Approaching the two simultaneously leads to appropriate questions being asked
at inappropriate times. Consider, for example, the doctor and the Jew quoted
above. Both of them, when confronted with suffering, begin to question the
existence of God. The plain truth, however, is that such agony has nothing to
do with God’s existence but everything to do with His nature. Unfortunately,
neither the doctor nor the Jew is aware of this disconnect, and the result is
doubt and despair. If they or others are determined to explore God’s existence
and nature concurrently, they must recognize the differences between the two,
keep each distinct in their minds, and form an opinion about one independent of
the other.


 


Better still is to
treat the two subjects as a decathlete would treat two phases of the
competition. The 800-meter run and the pole vault must be dealt with
individually and in sequential order. The athlete must focus on the first until
completed, then on the other until likewise completed. To dwell for any
considerable length of time on the phase ahead (or behind) would be pointless.
On the other hand, to forget about the upcoming events altogether would not be
advisable either, for the tendency might be to pace oneself poorly for the long
haul. The ultimate goal—finishing the decathlon—would then be in jeopardy.


 


Again, you see, the
secret is to treat the two subjects as separate entities pointing to a common
end.

















Day 3 – God’s existence versus God’s
nature (III)


 


 


How can I have a
personal relationship with a being when I’m never quite sure he’s there?  –PHILIP YANCEY


 


 


Thus far, we have
looked at two facts about the nature of God: (1) it is a different subject than
His existence; and (2) it is linked in tandem to His existence, both parts of
the same journey.


 


The next thing to
acknowledge is the order in which the two should be linked. The answer is
obvious: the subject of God’s existence should come first. If He doesn’t exist,
it would make no sense worrying over what He is like.


 


We can see that this
is true by looking at a real-life example. Several years ago the national news
media focused their attention on the state of Wisconsin, where a young college
coed was missing and presumed kidnapped. Countless hours were spent on the
search for her captor, whose description became a topic of widespread
speculation. Based on stereotypes of similar crimes, this person was thought to
be a white male in his forties, probably a loner, possibly a former sex offender.
On television broadcasts, criminal psychologists tried to give viewers insight
into his tormented mind. Radio talk show hosts and callers discussed what he
was like.


 


Such speculation
ended abruptly a few days later when the girl resurfaced unharmed and admitted
she had fabricated the whole story. As soon as a stunned and outraged nation
learned that no kidnapper existed, all discussion of his nature ceased. When
the answer to “Does the kidnapper exist?” became “no,” no one felt inclined to
pursue his character any longer.


 


Likewise, if God
exists, any discussion of His nature is appropriate. But if it were ever proven
that there is no God, any time spent on His character would be wasted. We would
have no reason to traverse the slope of God’s nature if the answer at the
summit of His existence is “nay.” This is the reason why, in almost every book
of theology I have read, a chapter on God’s existence precedes any discussion
of His nature. The former must be established to give relevance to the latter.


 


In summary, any
exploration of God’s nature implies at least the possibility that He exists.
Anything less would be placing before the cart an imaginary horse.

















Day 4 – the task before us


 


 


The question, “Is
Anybody there?” is one of the most important a religious man can make... Man,
with all his knowledge, still hammers on the walls of his prison and wants to
know if there is Anyone outside; whether he is caught in a rat trap and can
understand nothing; or whether his life is in the hands of Someone very wise
and good, who will successfully work out a scheme, a purpose, in which the life
of the individual plays a part.  –LESLIE
D. WEATHERHEAD


 


 


God’s existence,
then, is the first leg of our religious journey, His nature the second. It is
best to embrace the former before exploring the latter. This is why my first
book, 5 Reasons: Why I Still Believe in God, is recommended reading for
anyone who harbors doubts about God’s existence. Only after coming to believe
He is real can that person look at His nature without considering it a waste of
time.1


 


Having dealt with
this issue, it is now time to put God’s existence aside and dwell exclusively
on His character. As we do, we must resist the temptation to look back, except
to remember what we’ve already concluded—that God, indeed, does exist. We must
not make the mistake of reevaluating the first leg of our journey as we ascend
the slope of the second.
















Day 5 – “I AM THAT I AM”


 


 


The first thing
to remember about God’s nature is that it could be no different from what it
is.  –PAUL CHAMBERLAIN


 


 


This, then, is what we have learned thus
far:


 


1. God’s existence and nature are


     separate topics.


2. Belief in God’s existence should


     precede any study of His nature.


3. God’s existence should not be


     reconsidered as His nature is
explored.


 


An analogy may help
to reinforce the third point. Suppose you and I travel to a remote part of the
earth to inform a tribal chief of the existence of New York City. Having never
heard of such a place, he has no idea whether or not we are telling the truth.
He has no reason to believe that New York City really exists. Suppose we then
proceed to tell him what Manhattan is like, but instead of describing buildings
higher than the hills, lights bright enough to turn night into day, and people
as numerous as the trees in the forest, we describe to him a desolate place
inhabited by wild animals, replete with abundant foliage, rarely visited by
humans. Again, he has no reason to believe us. If New York City exists, our
description may or may not be true.


 


Now imagine that we
take this man to the Big Apple and let him experience it firsthand. As far as
the existence of New York City is concerned, seeing would become believing. The
man would know once and for all that New York City is real. Even though it is
not what he imagined, its existence would no longer be an issue. He would know
intuitively that the existence and nature of New York City are separate
subjects, that it remains a real place even if its character happens to be
different than previously thought.


 


In my first book I
told you about my belief in the existence of God. In this book I will discuss
His nature and character, what I believe He is like. Having firmly established
to my satisfaction, and hopefully to yours, that God exists,1 I
encourage you to tenaciously cling to that belief as we ascend the slope of His
nature. Even if my description of God turns out to be different than you had
anticipated, I urge you to resist the temptation to look back and question if
He is real. That primitive, illiterate tribesman had enough common sense to
know that New York City’s existence and nature are separate issues. When it
comes to the subject of God, so should we.


 


I sometimes imagine
a time in the future when we all will stand in the presence of God and know,
more than ever before, that He is and who He is. If it turns out
He is different than we had imagined, it will be a matter of small consequence.
We will know then what we should know now: God determines His existence and
nature; we do not determine them ourselves. On that day, God will be very
real and His nature, however aligned with our preconceptions, will be
nonnegotiable. He will be to us what He was to Moses years ago: “I AM THAT I
AM.”2 Our only choice will be to retreat in denial and fear (Moses’
initial response) or to bow in acceptance and awe (his ultimate response).

















Day 6 – can God be known?


 


 


To say Thou art
God without knowing what the Thou means–of what use is it? God is a name only
except we know God.  –GEORGE
MACDONALD


 


 


Yesterday’s reading
urged us to cling to the existence of God even if His nature turns out
different than expected. This leads us to another consideration: whether or not
anyone can truthfully claim to know what God is like. Some people say that no
one can know. If you were to try to discuss with them the nature of God, they
would reply with something like this: “Isn't God too Wholly Other, too
transcendent to be perceived by humanity? Doesn’t all the talk about the
character of God amount to nothing more than our subjective opinions?” If the
answer is “yes,” it would be best for us to stop now before we waste any more
of our precious time. Why bother to explore the nature of God if what we are
exploring cannot be known? If God is beyond our comprehension, why attempt to
comprehend? For practical reasons, therefore, we must honestly look at this
question before we take another step up the slope of God’s nature.


 


The saying goes that
God created man in His image, then we created Him in ours, and one look across
the landscape of history would seem to lend credence to the second half of that
statement. Without much thought, I can quickly call forth the following list of
people who believe in God:


 


pantheists (“God is Everything”)


polytheists (“God is Many”)


monotheists (“God is One”)


Trinitarians (“God is Three in One”)


Unitarians (“God is Father Alone”)


 


Within several of
these, subsets exist, such as the division of monotheism into three main world
religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—so different in perspective that
extremists of each would wage war against the other. Within my own Christianity
there is the great division, Catholic and Protestant, and within the latter
a growing list of denominations that proclaim the nature of God in ways
dissimilar to the others. Even an honest survey of one’s own life would yield
the admission that the perception of God has varied from childhood to now.


 


Everywhere, then,
that we look, God’s nature seems to be the subject of a merry-go-round of
opinion that leaves those on it (theists) and those looking from the outside
(atheists and agnostics) motion-sick.


 


The remedy lies in
finding answers to three questions that are as simple as they are important:
(1) Can we really claim to know who God is and what He is like? (2) If so, what
things can we ascertain about Him? (3) Furthermore, if our view of His
character differs from that of others, can we proclaim ours correct and theirs
not?


 


These are
appropriate questions asked at an appropriate time. Tomorrow, I will begin to
give you my answers to them.

















Day 7 – the universe: a window to God


 


 


For what can be
known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever
since the creation of the world his invisible nature has been clearly
perceived in the things that have been made.  –PAUL, the Apostle


 


 


When speaking of
God, some people have used the word “ineffable,” which is defined by Webster as
“incapable of being expressed in words: indescribable.” These people believe
God exists but consider His character completely beyond their understanding.
They, in essence, have ascended the slope of God’s existence and said “yes” but
have come to believe the second leg of our journey serves no useful purpose. It
is impossible, they say, to know what God is really like. They readily point as
evidence the dizzying portraits of God throughout history, as alluded to
yesterday. They say this smorgasbord of opinion stems from the fact that He is
hidden from us, totally beyond our grasp. Consequently, when we try to
determine His nature, we have no choice but to project ourselves—our desires,
fears, experiences, and presuppositions—onto God. Then we proceed to call our
image of God the correct one. No wonder, say these proponents of God’s
ineffability, there are so many different views of what God is like!


 


The fact that I am
writing this book exposes me as one who disagrees that God is completely hidden
from humanity. I readily admit there is a limit to what we can know about God
and that parts of our descriptions will be proven wrong when we behold Him more
transparently after death. Nevertheless, I am a firm believer that God’s nature
is partially discernible. And while I am aware that the numerous opinions about
God among us may have the appearance of a theological free-for-all, I believe a
common white thread of truth can be noticed amid the multiple colors, a thread
that can be discerned by all of us if we seek it in earnest, one which inevitably
leads us to God as He really is.


 


I make these claims
not from a stance of superior objective knowledge or subjective insight or from
the position that I have all of the answers. As was true when I approached the
subject of God’s existence, my claim that we can know God’s nature has its
origin in the universe we all inhabit. Just as we looked at the world around us
and determined it was best explained by God’s existence, I believe we can look
at it again and perceive aspects of His character. Starting with five basic
facts about the universe, we can ascertain a long list of divine attributes. We
can declare these attributes true, because to deny them would be to disown
these facts. To dismiss these attributes of God would be as irrational and
inexplicable as saying that water cannot be found as solid, liquid, and gas.


 


It is now time to
review these five irrefutable facts and to explore what each has to say about
the nature of God.
















Day 8 – the starting point: five basic facts


 


 


I can see how it
might be possible for a man to look down upon the earth and be an
atheist, but I cannot conceive how he could look up into the heavens and say
there is no God.  –ABRAHAM LINCOLN


 


 


When we ascended the
slope of God’s existence, we chose as our platform the universe we all inhabit.
We did so because it was one on which everyone—theists, agnostics, and
atheists—could stand as one and from which a discussion of God’s existence
could be launched not doomed to inevitable failure. From this parcel of common
ground, we listed some facts we all could embrace and tried to determine if
each was best explained by the reality of God or by the myth of God. The
conclusion we reached was the same for all five: God’s existence is the best
explanation for what we know to be true about our universe.


 


Now that we have
begun to ascend the slope of God’s character, we will use these same facts as
the foundation of our discussion. In review, these five irrefutable facts are
as follows:


 


1. Humans have
always tended to perceive order and design in the universe. Although atheists are quick to remind us of the
universe’s disorder and disarray, they must admit that order and design are
present as well.


 


2. Humans have
always tended to behave as if some things are right/wrong and fair/unfair. Atheists may claim that no
such designation exists, but they—like all humans—tend to act as if it
does.


 


3. Humans have
always tended to believe in the existence of the supernatural. Atheists, of course, do not
believe in the supernatural, but they must agree that a vast majority
throughout history has believed.


 


4. Humans have
always possessed characteristics considered to be positive. While tending to focus on our negative traits,
atheists must also admit that we possess others—rationality, morality, purpose,
love, etc.—considered good.


 


5. Humans have
always existed who will gladly give testimony to the reality of God in their
lives. Admittedly, this testimony is
subjective—a point atheists are quick to make—but even they cannot deny that
such experiential testimony is widespread.


 


In the pages to
follow, we will use these five facts to reveal to us God’s nature. By looking
at the world around us, we will discover several characteristics of the God
responsible for it. As before, our arguments will be rational, but they will
also be peppered with subjective and mystical qualities inherent to religion as
a whole. All in all, I predict that this blend of reason and mystery will be
persuasive enough to bolster the faith of believers and muffle the rhetoric of skeptics.


 


Tomorrow, we will
begin to see what the universe’s design tells us about God.
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Day 9 – Creator


 


 


Have you not
known? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the
ends of the earth.  –the prophet ISAIAH


 


 


The Argument
from Design (5 Reasons, Days 13-27) asks us to look at the
universe and acknowledge that design exists within it. Stars, planets, and
moons in the sky; cells, tissues, and organs in the human body; days, nights,
and seasons in the course of time—all of these testify to the presence of such
design. Scientists, even those who are atheists, would here agree, for science
itself is founded upon laws and mathematical formulas that are predictable and
orderly.


 


The argument goes on
to assert that this design could not be present unless there was a Designer
behind it. In its most classic form, it can be summarized as follows:


 


Just as the
presence of design in a watch demands the existence of a watchmaker, the presence
of design in the universe demands the existence of God. Unless the universe is
eternal (which, based on recent scientific evidence, is unlikely) or is an
illusion (which, based on intuition and common sense, is equally unlikely), it
must be the product of a supernatural Creator.


 


This leads us to the
most obvious characteristic of God, the first glimpse into His nature: He is
the Creator of the universe, its design’s Designer. Going a bit further, He
is the Creator of men and women, organized parts of this same universe. The
Argument from Design thus confirms the Bible’s
description of the world as God’s “handiwork”1 and of us as His
“workmanship.”2 All of the design seen under the microscope, through
the telescope, or with the unaided eye declares the creative nature of God.


 


I realize the
universe also bears evidence of disorder and disarray. Pain and suffering, evil
and violence, hurricane and tornado, pestilence and disease are all too
evident. And the very presence of this disorder raises some interesting
questions. Who is responsible for it? If God, why did He place it here? If not
God, what does the presence of such disorder say about His character? Does He
want to eliminate it but cannot, or does He possess the power but lack the
concern? The summary question is this: “What kind of God would allow suffering
in His universe?” This probing question has plagued man for centuries and
persists today in public address, on the printed page, and in the human heart.


 


I will not in the
pages to follow shy away from this question, but I will be the first to admit
that my answers will not unclothe all the mysteries of suffering. Greater minds
than mine have wrestled with this problem and lost. If they could not solve
this theological riddle, then neither will I. All I promise is to look at the
reality of suffering as honestly and humbly as I can and relay to you in common
language what it says to me about God’s nature.


 


In the meantime, let
me remind you that the problem of suffering, as troubling as it is, does not
alter today’s main point one bit. We have declared that God is the Designer
behind the universe’s design, the Organizer responsible for its organization.
This characteristic of God as Creator still stands even if the design and
organization appear to be mixed with evidence of disarray. Remember: even a
design-gone-bad remains a design and requires a designer.


 


In summary, any
design in the universe must come from a supernatural Designer, a Creator God.
This is as far as we will venture today.

















Day 10 – omnipotent


 


 


I sing
the almighty pow’r of God


That made
the mountains rise,


That
spread the flowing seas abroad


And built
the lofty skies.


ISAAC
WATTS


 


 


Think with me a
minute about the forces that hold our universe together and determine the
movements of its component parts. Consider how strong these forces must be.
Take, for example, the power of our Sun. It is but one star in the universe,
yet alone its gravitational pull is enough to cause an object twenty-five
thousand miles in circumference and ninety-three million miles away to orbit it
as one of its planets. That body, the Earth, is by no means the largest or
furthest planet so affected by the Sun’s gravity. Multiply this—the force of
one star in one solar system—by trillions, and you will begin to touch only a
part of the universe’s power. Astronomers tell us that these seemingly endless
stars are arranged in groups, the galaxies, which also move according to the
forces between them. How much greater would be the force of one galaxy upon
another than that of our Sun upon the Earth!


 


Even what would be
considered a relatively weak force in the universe seems strong to us. The
tides that give us so much pleasure during a seaside stroll and so much fear
during an approaching storm are due to the moon’s “weak” pull upon the ocean’s
surface. The power of a single dammed river or one steep waterfall is enough to
light thousands of homes. Sufficient force is present in a lump of coal to
ignite the Industrial Revolution and enough within a single atom to destroy
entire cities. Add all of this together and multiply it exponentially by a
myriad of additional forces not mentioned above, and you have a glimpse of a
universe whose cumulative power staggers belief.


 


Now consider with me
again the first attribute of God, the most obvious deduction from the Argument
from Design, that God is the Creator of the universe. If so,
He is the One responsible for the power present within it. He must be the
Source of those gravitational forces, so strong and so structured, between the
Sun and its planets. He must be the Creator of the bond between electron and
proton that forms the organizational basis of the material world. He must be
responsible for the forces present in every wave of the ocean, within every
particle of coal dust, and at the flip of every switch in the house. We all
agreed yesterday that God created our designed universe. His power, therefore,
must be indescribable.


 


This leads us to a
second characteristic of God: He is the Power behind the creation. And
this divine power must be immeasurably enormous, greater than the sum power of
the universe itself. No wonder the word omnipotent has been ascribed to
God!


 


Unfortunately, divine
omnipotence has been misunderstood and misapplied over the years and has caused
many a sufferer to level a charge of injustice at God. Later in this book we
will discuss the misuse of this term. For now, we will venture only this far: awesome,
seemingly unlimited power is a requisite part of God’s nature. Almost every
believer would agree, even that sufferer. In fact, his accusation of divine
injustice is based on the assumption that God’s power should be more than
adequate to remove the burden.


 


In short, to deny
there is a Designer behind the universe’s design is irrational. So, too, is to
refuse to attribute to that Designer the power manifest in His design.

















Day 11 – active


 


 


The Bible
presents God always as the prime mover. The God who
parts the waters of the Red Sea and thunders from
Mount Sinai is the One who appears in the world to take
the part of the refugee, to defend the defenseless, to come
alongside those who suffer and make their cause his own.  –FLEMING
RUTLEDGE


 


 


Over the past few
decades there has been a famine of tragic proportions in some areas of the
continent of Africa. Thousands of people have died of malnourishment.
Humanitarian aid has arrived from secular and religious groups, but it has been
too sporadic to turn the tide in the direction of health. Surprisingly, the
governing rulers of the nations in distress have often hampered the benevolent
efforts. Possessing the power to expedite delivery of relief to their people,
they have placed politics ahead of compassion, blocking the movement of food
and medical supplies inland.


 


Our own national
news is occasionally focused on similar examples of individuals in power
refusing to use it. The policeman who turns his back on a crime, the mother who
chooses to feed her addiction instead of her child, the doctor who turns away a
patient because of inability to pay for services, and the athlete who sits out
a season due to contract problems all can be grouped together as people with
power to act who have made a decision to do otherwise. Rather than arrest the
criminal, feed the child, treat the patient, or play the game, they have chosen
to remain passive. Though endowed with the power to make a positive difference,
they have elected to reserve such power for another day.


 


For the purpose of
our discussion, the examples above reveal a common truth: the powerful must
act if their power is to be displayed. Those who choose to withhold their
power are none the less powerful than those who use it. The only difference is
that the latter have acted and the former have not.


 


That God is
omnipotent we have already surmised. That He is Creator of the universe, its
Designer and Organizer, we have likewise asserted. That He is both means that
He is the Activity behind the power, a third divine attribute that can
be gleaned from the Argument from Design. If God never acted, our
world would never have been created. Its very existence means that He must have
unleashed His power in creative activity, bringing the universe into
existence and giving it sustaining energy.


 


I am aware of the
claim by deists that God long ago created the world, wound it up as one would
wind a clock, then let it run its course, refusing to assert His power
thereafter. They claim that God today is distant, passive, uninvolved. Even
these deists, however, believe that the universe came into existence because
God “in the beginning” acted with the power He possesses. And while they claim
that He once and for all “wound up” our world, they must agree with me that His
creative power and activity remain on display today. They must admit that the
universal “clock” still ticks.


 


To sum up Days 9-11,
God is the Active Omnipotent Creator. He has acted via His power to
create the universe.

















Day 12 – volitional


 


 


Everything which
has or will or can exist, exterior to the Godhead, owes its being and substance as well as its form
to God... This creative act is an act of free self-determined will... It was
done in the exercise of absolute discretion for infinitely good reasons.
 –CHARLES and A. A. HODGE


 


 


An immediate
corollary to God’s activity is His volition. If God acted in power
to create the universe, He chose to do so. He elected to display
His awesome power in creation rather than to act in other ways or not to act at
all.


 


All along the
creative process, the picture of God as volitional appears. A myriad of
possible worlds could have been fashioned by Him, but He chose to create the
one we see today. A different type of creature than a human being could have
become the object of His greatest love, but He formed us as we are. These and
many other choices were inherent in creation. Should He grant us free will and
the potential to disobey His intentions, or should we be created with no
possibility of misbehavior but also no capacity for true love? If God chose the
former route, how should He Himself act toward our disobedience? Should He
intervene on our behalf to save us from our self-imposed estrangement or
destroy the whole wretched race and start creating again? These questions lie
at the heart of theology (and thus in the center of God’s nature), and they
underscore a fourth divine attribute that can be gleaned from the Argument
from Design: He is the Volition behind the activity. He weighs
infinite possibilities and chooses to act in a manner consistent with His
overall nature and purpose.


 


Sometimes we may be
inclined to question the choices He made. In the midst of all the pain and
suffering caused by human sin and rebellion, we may often wonder why He chose
the route He did regarding the human race. Looking at it through the eye of
faith, I have to believe He did so because it was the best of all alternatives
available, the one out of an infinite number of choices that would most reflect
His character and best achieve His purpose. I believe that God would only have
created the best of all possible worlds and that this “best world” had to
include the potential for suffering and pain. For now, the reader is asked to
suspend judgment on whether or not this universe was the best choice open to
God. All that is asked of you at the present is to realize He did have such
choices when He assumed His role as Creator.


 


In summary, God is
volitional. He is also creative, powerful, and active. He chose to act
in power to create the world. This is what the Argument
from Design has revealed to us about God’s nature. But there is yet
another attribute—historically, a rather divisive one—that can be gleaned from
this argument. This will be the topic of tomorrow’s reading.

















Day 13
– sovereign


 


 


God...does what He
chooses, as He chooses, when He chooses.  –JAMES BORDWINE


 


 


In the preceding
days we have looked again at the Argument from Design, one of my
five reasons for believing in God’s existence, and have tried to see if we
could infer from it anything about His nature or character. Thus far, we have
discussed four attributes of God that follow from the universe’s design:


 


He is the Creator behind that design.


He is the Power behind that creation.


He is the Activity behind that power.


He is the Volition behind that activity.


 


In short, He is the
One who has chosen to act powerfully in creation.


 


The next
characteristic, God’s sovereignty, follows from His volition. It is one of the
most widely discussed and deeply polarizing topics in theology. The ways it has
been defined and interpreted have splintered the Church into denominational
factions and left congregations in turmoil and dissension. My purpose here will
be to define God’s sovereignty in terms we all can understand and in a manner
that will accentuate our common ground.


 


The simplest way I
have found to understand the sovereignty of God is to remember this phrase:
“It’s His choice!” God’s sovereignty, reduced to its simplest expression,
involves just that—His freedom to make the choices He deems appropriate,
whether or not we happen to like them or understand them. It is not in any
sense a loss of ultimate power but, quite the opposite, is power ultimately
expressed. It is God being God and acting as God, regardless. So when the
subject of God’s sovereignty comes up, my advice is to remember the phrase:
“It’s His choice!” This should eliminate over half the confusion and argument
about the subject.


 


The overall effect
of such a bare-bones definition is to muffle those who would question the way
He has chosen to act. My reply to these skeptics would be: “If the universe
exists and He created it, it’s His choice. If the universe is so constructed
that sin and suffering may enter therein, it’s His choice. If He has provided a
way of escape from sin, a path of salvation for us, it’s His choice. If
that path involves humility and sacrifice on His part, it’s His choice again.


 


And His choice
stands—even in the face of all questions, doubts, and accusations thrown His
way—because God is the Sovereignty behind the choice. He acts in power
the way He chooses to act in power.
















Day 14
– sovereign (II)


 


 


I believe God is
managing affairs and that He doesn’t need any advice from me.  –HENRY FORD


 


I may move my arm
as I please: shall God be unable so to move His?  –GEORGE MACDONALD


 


 


To understand why
God’s sovereignty has been so divisive and to see why such division is
unnecessary, consider the following analogy:


 


One day a king
decides to build two new cities, one each on the northern and southern
borders of his kingdom. He personally selects one thousand people to inhabit
each city; then he instructs these citizens to live according to his laws. In
the northern town the king allows the citizens complete freedom to choose to
obey him, and every one of them in varying degrees fails to do so. In the
southern town, however, he places one thousand guards—one for each
inhabitant—who provide 24/7 surveillance of every activity in the city. The
king, through these guards, is able to control the events of the city and
dictate the actions of its inhabitants. None of the free will granted to the
northern citizens can be found in the south.


 


One day the king
orders a joint conference between the two cities at his royal palace. True to
form, the representatives from the northern kingdom are chosen by the
townspeople, while those from the south are selected by the king himself. The
topic at the conference is whether or not they serve a sovereign king. Within
minutes, major disagreements arise. The northerners consider him
sovereign enough to allow freedom of choice on all matters. The
southerners counter that he is sovereign only when he dictates each and
every event in his kingdom. Unable or unwilling to see the other’s point
of view, the two groups leave the conference at day’s end divided. What they
have failed to realize is that each serves a sovereign king. When all is said
and done, it is his choice to grant free will in the north and his choice
to deny it in the south. He is in both places equally sovereign, because his
choice stands, whether or not the citizens understand it or agree with it. His
sovereignty is a function both of the power he possesses and of his final
say-so on how that power will be used.


 


Likewise, God
created us and placed us in a habitation called earth. To some of us He seems
to be similar to that northern king, allowing us complete free will. To others
He seems more like the southern ruler, guiding (i.e. preordaining or
predestinating) our actions toward His ultimate purpose. Either way, God is
sovereign. In all honesty, I am not certain which view of Him is right and have
to admit that my present opinion may be proven wrong in time. But I am adamant
in my belief that it’s His choice how to rule and not mine. He is sovereign,
and if sovereignty means anything at all, God has both unlimited power and the
complete freedom to use it as He well pleases.


 


One day, in the
transparency of the afterlife, I will discover the truth. But will it matter
then, and should it matter now, whether my opinion is right or wrong? If I am
from the “northern” camp and find in heaven that He is more like the “southern”
description, my presuppositions will fade and His nature remain. If I picture
Him as “southern” and He turns out to be “northern,” the same lot will befall
me. If the truth lies somewhere in the middle, we all will bow in compromise
before Him. We will change our tune; He, the Unchangeable, will not. He will be
to us then what He should be to us now: the Sovereign Ruler of the universe.
And we will then, as we should do now, bow before Him in common worship.

















Day 15 – omniscient


 


 


O Lord, you have
searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and
when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You
discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all
my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely,
O Lord... Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too
lofty for me to attain.  –the PSALMIST


 


 


What do Thomas
Edison, Henry Ford, and Alexander Graham Bell have in common? All three are
inventors of forms of technology that revolutionized the industrial world. As
such, each man must have possessed knowledge requisite to the task. Each must
have understood his invention prior to bringing it into existence. In fact, it
would be absurd to say that these men conceived and designed their inventions
without such knowledge.


 


On Day 9 we came to
the conclusion that God is the Creator (so to speak, the Inventor) of the
universe. If so, He must have intimate knowledge of His “invention.” It would
be absurd to assert otherwise. As Creator of the universe, He must possess
knowledge of it from its center to its periphery, from its smallest unit to its
largest body, from its simplest to its most complex parts. He must know each of
us in great detail. In fact, it would stand to reason that He would know us
better than we know ourselves.


 


The word applied to
such knowledge, of course, is omniscience, a divine attribute
long-ascribed by theologians. However they may define this term, they have to
include therein a scope of knowledge that defies the imagination.


 


To underscore the
breadth of this knowledge, think with me of the worldwide Internet web. The
amount of information there is astronomical. You and I can click on any topic
and explore thousands of sites filled with informative facts. The sum total of
knowledge available is too great for words. Compared to God’s knowledge,
however, it is just a drop in the ocean. God’s omniscience includes so much
more. He knows things too trivial to locate on the web, such as every
action of every man and every woman in every second of every
day in every age. The magnitude of this is too great for a thousand
search engines to retrieve in a thousand years. In addition to this, God
understands all present discoveries of science and technology and all future
advances, the likes of which we cannot presently fathom. Greater still, He
knows the heart and soul of every person, those thoughts and emotions kept to
ourselves. These, fortunately, are also beyond the Internet’s reach.


 


All this He knows
and so much more. No wonder the psalmist exclaimed years ago, “Such knowledge is
too wonderful for me. It is high. I cannot attain it!”

















Day 16 – review of Days 9-15


 


 


The more I study nature, the more I
am amazed at the Creator.  –LOUIS
PASTEUR


 


 


Of all the people I
worked with over the years, Art was one of my favorites. A pleasant gentleman
with an accent definitely not Southern, he served as the hospital’s
night shift security guard. Over the course of our time together, I discovered
that he dabbled in woodworking. He even brought a couple of his crafts to the
emergency department for me to see. I was so impressed by his talents that I
asked him one Christmas season to construct a dollhouse for my daughters.


 


Art took to this
task with characteristic enthusiasm. Before he started the project, he drew
blueprints of the dollhouse and asked me to approve them. He even included
drawings of dollhouse furniture that he planned to make and of two dolls that
he wanted to place there. After such preliminary work, I gave him permission to
proceed with construction. A few weeks later he brought the finished product
with him to work and proudly gave me a tour of the home. It was a two-story
Southern colonial structure, white with green shutters, four large columns
across its front porch. Inside were the traditional rectangular rooms adorned
with the furniture he had fashioned. Sitting in one of the living room chairs
and standing in the adjacent kitchen were the two dolls, a male and a female.


 


Overall, I remember
being pleased with the dollhouse, but I also recall seeing a few imperfections
in the work that confirmed Art’s amateur status. Still, it was a
well-constructed gift that more than served its purpose, becoming for my
daughters a source of playtime enjoyment. It now resides in an upstairs attic
at home, awaiting the arrival of grandchildren years in the future. When I
venture there during the year and happen to look its way, I can almost hear
again Art’s New England brogue and see his warm smile. Although years have
passed since his unfortunate death from a massive heart attack, Art’s dollhouse
creation today reminds me of his existence and his nature.


 


Suppose a trio of
robbers were to enter my home and see this dollhouse resting in the attic. Just
by observing Art’s handiwork, they would be able to form several conclusions
about him. First, they would assume that he had sufficient knowledge and power
to build the dollhouse. They would also know that he had chosen to use his
power and knowledge in creative activity. Thirdly, they would know that of all
the different architectural styles available to him, he had chosen to build the
specific structure before them. These men, having never seen or heard of Art
Gallagher, could thus speak of his creativity, power, knowledge, volition,
activity, and sovereignty in regard to the dollhouse and could do so merely by
observing what he had made.


 


Not everything about
him, however, could be discerned by them during their visit to my attic. Other
aspects of Art’s nature would remain hidden, impossible to determine from
examining the dollhouse. Important questions would linger. Was the builder one
person or a group of people? For what purpose, if any, did the builder(s) so
act? Did my children know who built the dollhouse, or did they have no such
personal knowledge or relationship? These and other questions would remain
unanswered when these three uninvited guests leave my house.


 


In like manner, I
have asked you to look with me at the universe we all inhabit and to
acknowledge certain attributes its Creator must possess. We have deduced that
the God of the universe must be powerful enough to energize it, active enough
to construct it, knowledgeable enough to understand it, volitional enough to
will it, and sovereign enough to determine how to manage it. This much the Argument
from Design has told us about the nature of God. Several questions,
however, remain unanswered by this argument. It has not told us, for instance,
whether one God or a group of gods was responsible for the universe, nor has it
told us if this God (or gods) is good or bad, loving or unloving, fair or
unfair. Furthermore, we cannot glean from the Argument from Design the
purpose for which the universe was constructed or, for that matter, if it was
constructed for any purpose at all. Lastly, we have yet to ascertain if this
Creator God relates to His creatures, particularly to us as human beings.


 


So, having exhausted
what the design of the universe tells us about God’s nature, we must now
consider those four other arguments and determine what else we can learn about
Him.
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Day 17 – moral and righteous


 


 


You find out more
about God from the Moral Law than from the universe in general just
as you find out more about a man by listening to his conversation than by
looking at a house he has built.  –C.
S. LEWIS  


 


 


The Argument
from Fairness (5 Reasons, Days 29-37) refers us to the tendency
of men and women to label things fair or unfair, right or wrong. It states
outright what atheists deny—that moral absolutes exist. It presents as evidence
these same atheists, who often react as if they have been wronged and as if
they are absolutely right.


 


Having asserted that
morality exists, the argument goes on to claim that it must have a supernatural
origin. Since rules must transcend the field of play (in this case, nature) and
the players engaged on it (human beings), the Moral Law cannot be a product of
natural instincts or human opinion. It must come from a source separate from
nature, from a supernatural Source. It must come from God.


 


The first characteristic
of God that can be gleaned from this is obvious: God is moral. He wrote
upon our hearts and burned within our conscience the Moral Law, so He must be
concerned about morality. He must consider what is right and what is wrong to
be of supreme importance. Another way to state the same thing is to say that God
is righteous. He is on the side of right and opposed to the side of
wrong. He gave us the Rules on how to play the game of life. He expects us to
abide by them.

















Day 18
– answering some objections


 


 


Are our moral
values merely sociological conventions similar to driving
on the left versus the right side of the road or like subjective
utterances that we produce when we order our meals in a restaurant?  –STEVE
KUMAR


 


 


Yesterday we
declared that God is the Author of the Moral Law, that sense of right and wrong
that exists within the heart of every human. Inevitably, this will call forth
from atheists a series of objections.


 


Their most common
retort is to deny that moral absolutes exist. Right and wrong, they claim, is
subjective and ethics situational, so all this talk of a universal Moral Law
should be dismissed as utter nonsense. “Just take a random poll,” they
challenge us. “Individuals will be found who disagree on every moral issue.
Pro-lifers will seek to prohibit abortion; pro-choice advocates will lobby for
it. Social drinking will be acceptable to one group and sinful to another. What
is more telling,” they continue, “is that this diversity is present even among
you religious folk—the very people who insist that morality is absolute.
Christians quibble over the right or wrong of divorce, accumulation of wealth,
killing of wildlife for sport, euthanasia, watching R-rated movies, wearing
jewelry and make-up, listening to hard rock music, and a host of other
subjects. If you absolutists can’t agree on right and wrong, how can you claim
that a universal Moral Law is written on the human heart? Even the few moral
issues about which you agree turn out to be relative, not absolute. Take sexual
intercourse outside of marriage. It may be not be acceptable 99.9% of the time,
but can’t you imagine a scenario where it would be? Consider, for example, a
mother kidnapped with her children who is given by her captor the chance to win
their release by sexual intercourse or to refuse and witness their execution.
Isn’t this evidence that morality is relative?”


 


Having thus made
their case for moral relativism, the atheists next interject a second and third
counter-argument: “Even if there were a Moral Law inside of us, could it not
just be a product of our natural instincts instead of the supernatural? And
what assurance do we have, if God has given us a sense of right and wrong, that
He is on the side of right? Couldn’t God just as well be wrong’s advocate—a
morally evil being, the antithesis of righteousness?”


 


I would first answer
these criticisms by dispelling the claim that all of morality is
subjective and situational. Consider for a moment the following acts: torturing
a small child, raping a ten-year-old girl, knowingly transmitting the AIDS
virus to the innocent, and murdering a friend because he cheered for the
opposing team. I cannot imagine any circumstance that would make these actions
acceptable. I ask you to picture in your mind Susan Smith as she drowns her
children to preserve an extramarital affair, the young college coed alluded to
earlier as she fabricates her kidnapping, the white supremacists as they tie a
young Hispanic to a truck and drag him to his death, the registered nurse as he
places a lethal dose of potassium in the IV of a young mother undergoing
elective surgery, and the Catholic priest as he entices a prepubescent boy to
perform for him sexual favors. I do not believe that there is any room for
subjectivity here, no possible explanation that would change these from wrong
to right. You and I automatically know that this is the case. We know that a
moral code has been violated and that a wrong, an absolute wrong, has been
committed. Granted that some aspects of ethics are situation-dependent, the
examples just given underscore the fact that morality also has a firm,
unyielding, uncompromising, objective side to it.


 


I, therefore,
contend that there is such a thing as absolute morality. There is
a Moral Law within us. We may disagree on matters peripheral to it, but we
stand on common ground at its center. I am aware that people exist who ignore
this Moral Law, and I am not blind to the misery unleashed by them. They do
not, however, make me doubt its existence any more than I doubt the existence
of the multiplication tables when people multiply wrongly, whether they do so
intentionally or out of ignorance.1 I further contend that this
Moral Law could not have come to us via natural instincts or human invention,
because rules must always transcend the playing field (nature) and the players
(humans). And regarding the claim that God could be on the side of wrong, I
would ask you to try to think of any rules that have ever been devised to
promote their violation. You will not be able to do so, because rules always
are given to be obeyed, not disobeyed. God’s Moral Law is no different. He gave
it to us to follow. He wrote it on our hearts so that we would abide by it. It
is ludicrous to think otherwise. God, the giver of the Moral Law, is on the
side of right.

















Day 19 – fair and just?


 


 


Every
individual...recognizes something in him that tells him that he ought to do the
thing that is right morally and ought to shun the wrong.  –HENRY M.
MORRIS


 


 


God is moral. He is
the author of the Moral Law that is written on our hearts. He gave us this Law
as a compass. He expects His Law to be followed. This much we have discerned
about God by looking at the Argument from Fairness.


 


The next question
follows immediately: is God also fair? The answer is not readily apparent. A
quick survey of the state of the world would seem to give mixed signals. The
wicked often prosper at the expense of the righteous. The innocent are ravaged
by disease and death. Is God, the Author of right versus wrong, also the Judge
who will right every wrong? Is God fair and just? 


 


Since God is moral, four possibilities
loom before us:


 


1. God could be moral but not fair. He could
have given us the Moral Law, expecting us to follow it, but have no interest in
setting things right when we break it. Fairness may not be a part of His
character.


 


2. God
could be both moral and fair but unable to act. He could be eager to set
things straight but be unable to do so because He lacks the power.


 


3. God
could be both moral and fair but unwilling to act. He could be the
Author of the Rules and possess the power to intervene when they are broken
but, out of lack of compassion or concern, decline to do so.


 


4. God
could be both moral and fair but waiting to act. He could be able and
willing to right the wrong but may have chosen to postpone the day of justice
until He deems it best.


 


I believe strongly
that God is fair and just and waiting to act. I believe that He is
fairer than we have ever imagined and will one day make things right. I believe
that even now He is working out His plan toward that end. As a Christian, I
believe that justice was served the day Jesus died on the cross and waits now
the day of its final consummation. But I am not at this time going to argue
this point further. I will wait and deal with it in the days ahead. For now, I
will state only that God is the giver of the Moral Law and that He expects us
to follow it. He is a moral and righteous God. Whether or not His morality is
coupled with divine justice is a question that will be postponed until Day 39,
when again we look at the Argument from Human Characteristics.


 


Before we forge
ahead, we need to consider one thing more that the Argument from Fairness
reveals to us about God’s nature.

















Day 20
– holy


 


 


It is after you
have realized that there is a real Moral Law, and a Power
behind the law, and that you have broken that law and put
yourself wrong with that Power—it is after all this, and not a moment
sooner, that Christianity begins to talk.   –C. S. LEWIS


 


Woe is me! for I
am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the
midst of a people of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the
King, the Lord of hosts!   –ISAIAH


 


 


A father spends many
days building a playhouse for his children. He designs it, cuts each piece of
wood, nails every board in place, and paints its walls yellow and red. Only
then does he let his children see it for the first time.


 


After waiting for
the initial euphoria to fade, he directs their attention to a framed document
hanging on the inside of the playhouse door. Entitled “The Rules of the House”
and signed “Dad,” it consists of the following instructions:


 


Do not leave this playhouse until I return.


Do not write or draw on the playhouse walls.


Quickly clean up any messes made.


(A rag and cleaner are in the cabinet drawer.)


Treat each other with kindness and respect.


 


The father then
leaves the children while he goes inside the house to take a shower. Now alone,
the kids decide to do some coloring. They take the books and crayons their
father left on the shelves and begin to draw. After twenty minutes of this
activity, the middle child becomes bored and, ignoring his father’s orders,
begins to scribble in crayon on the red and yellow wall. His older sister
immediately jumps to her feet and attempts to stop him, reminding him of “The
Rules of the House.” When her pleading goes unheeded, she takes the rag and
cleaner from the cabinet drawer and starts to clean the walls herself. Soon it
becomes clear that he is coloring faster than she is cleaning, so she tries to
enlist the assistance of her sister. Unconcerned about the drama unfolding
around her, the youngest refuses to help and continues to work on the picture
she has started.


 


And so the activity
in the playhouse continues, until suddenly the door opens and the father
reenters. At the sight of his presence, all three stop what they are doing. The
boy puts down his crayons, the oldest drops her cleaning rag, and the youngest
closes her coloring book. One guilty, one faithful, one indifferent, but all
three in silence before their father, the creator of the playhouse and the
author of its rules. As he stands before them, they each sense in varying
proportions a mixture of guilt, dread, regret, and awe. And they do so before
he has said a word, even before he turns his face toward them. Each of them has
discovered what it is like when the good father enters the room where his rules
have been broken. Worthy yet deprived of their complete devotion, he seems
separated from them by a chasm of greatness and righteousness and they from him
by their own disobedience.


 


What these children
have experienced in small measure are the same emotions you and I encounter
when confronted with the righteousness of God. The theological term for this
mysterious apprehension is holiness. Before Him, we—sinful and
rebellious children that we are—can only kneel in silence, wonder, and awe.
God, our Father, fashioned the universe for us and wrote on our hearts the
rules to follow. Each of us has played the part of those three
children—sometimes willfully breaking his rules, sometimes attempting to atone
for the sins of others, sometimes in self-righteous apathy turning our backs to
the terrible deeds around us. But when He, the Creator and Lawgiver, decides to
enter the house, all of us will know that He is holy and we are not. He will
seem to us so great and righteous and we so small and sinful that, indeed, no
analogy seems appropriate to describe the chasm between. That is what it was
like when Isaiah knelt before God in the eighth century BC.1 That is
what it will be like for you and me when, sooner or later, we find ourselves in
the presence of divine holiness.

















Day 21 – a rewind and a preview


 


 


Oh Thou who art!
Ecclesiastes names thee the Almighty. Maccabees names thee Creator... the
Psalms names thee Wisdom... Leviticus,
Holiness... Creation calls thee God.  –VICTOR HUGO


 


 


So we find ourselves
inhabiting a “playhouse” called Earth and, noting all around us its design,
find ourselves believing that an Intelligent Designer has acted to bring it
into existence. As we explore what God has fashioned, we are convinced that He
has seemingly unlimited creative power and knowledge. We also know, since He
chose to form this world, that He is volitional. And since He has complete
say-so about its design and we none, we are equally aware that He is sovereign.
His creation stands as is, whether we like it or not.


 


But this is not all.
We also find in this same “playhouse” the existence of rules of right conduct,
not nailed to a door but implanted on our hearts. Aware that rules are always
transcendent, we know immediately that the Moral Law within us must have a
supernatural source. We know, in other words, that God is moral. Furthermore,
since rules are made to be followed and not broken, we know that God must be on
the side of right conduct, that He is a righteous God. We are aware that we
often disobey His rules. Whether by commission (as with yesterday’s middle
child), association (as seen with the oldest), or omission (exemplified by the
youngest), we all are guilty of breaching the Moral Law daily.


 


If this Moral
Designer were Himself to step into our “playhouse” and observe our disobedience
and if we were to acknowledge His arrival, we have predicted that all of us
would be filled with abundant wonder and awe admixed with the deepest regret
and dread. We would then know Him to be holy and ourselves to be the opposite.
We, the unholy, would kneel paralyzed in silence before a holy, righteous,
omniscient, omnipotent, sovereign Creator God.


 


This is how far we
have traveled on our journey up the slope of God’s nature. Our next task will
be to examine the “ifs” just mentioned. Has God the Creator entered our
“playhouse” and made Himself known? (I believe He has.) And can we perceive His
presence enough that true reverence and repentance will follow? (I believe we
can.) Tomorrow’s reading will begin to answer these questions.
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Day 22 – three examples


 


 


The difference
between Creator and created is incomparable.   –CYRIL OF
ALEXANDRIA


 


 


Suppose you obtained
a copy of Tokyo’s telephone directory and selected at random one person. Could
you, if you poured all your energy and resources into the project, get to know
him (or her)?  I believe you could. Though vastly separated by geography and
culture, you could learn about him in a variety of ways. You could dial the
listed number and, through an interpreter, talk with him on the telephone; or you
could hire a private detective to find his whereabouts, then travel yourself to
Japan and converse with him face-to-face. Even if you found it impossible to
meet him in person (for instance, if he tried to hide himself from you), you
could still learn about him by interviewing his family, friends, and
co-workers. Try as he may to thwart you, determined as he may be to distance
you, resourceful as he may become to hinder you, he would be unable to prevent
you from gathering a good deal of information about him. If the tables were turned
and he wanted to get to know you, he would likewise succeed, whether or not you
approved.


 


Now suppose that
during your stay in Tokyo you searched in the newspaper classifieds and
selected at random a female dog for sale. Again, I believe you would succeed in
finding her if you directed all your energy toward that end. Once found,
however, relating to the dog would prove much more difficult than relating to
the Japanese man. For one thing, communication would be greatly limited, for no
one could translate your thoughts to her or hers to you. She could not tell
you, for example, about her past experiences or her present problems. Your
intellect would be so superior and hers, in comparison, so inferior that such
knowledge would be unattainable. If you tried to solicit pertinent details from
her canine friends, you would fare no better. And if the tables were turned and
the dog became obsessed about meeting you, she would find herself at an even
greater disadvantage. Whether she would get to know you and relate to you would
largely be in your court. If you desired that she never meet you, you could
make it a virtual certainty that she would not. You would control the situation
almost completely.


 


Now imagine with me
a bed of ants in a Tokyo park. As they go about their incessant chores, do you
believe they are aware of your arrival in Japan? Could they possibly have any
idea that you exist, much less any perception of what you are like? Obviously,
they could not. In fact, the only way they could come to know of your existence
would be for you to take the initiative and make yourself known. You could do
so by having the ants transported to your hotel or by paying a personal visit
to their anthill. Either way, the onus would be on you to reveal
yourself to them. The same can be said about any knowledge of what you are
like. Unless you acted to make your nature and character known—by giving
pieces of bread to them, carrying a load for them, or letting them crawl about
your skin and explore your massive frame—they would never know anything about
you. So great is the inequality between you and them that any awareness of you
could only be due to your efforts to make them aware. No relationship could
occur unless you willed it and acted to make it happen.


 


What this reveals to
us about God is easy to see. We all know that the distance between a human and
an ant is small compared with that between God and us. Yet, in spite of the
vastness between, there has always existed in the human consciousness an
awareness that He exists. What’s more, His divine attributes can be discerned
merely by observing the world He has made. As incredulous as it seems, a
twofold truth emerges:


 


1.
Such a gulf does exist between God


   
and us.


2.
We—mere plankton in comparison 


   
to Him—find ourselves aware of His


   
existence and, to some extent, His 


   
nature.


 


And from what we
have noted in the examples above, these two truths point precisely to one
conclusion: God must have wanted it so and acted to make it so. If He did not
desire or pursue such a relationship, we would never have known.


 


The Argument
from Supernatural Belief (5 Reasons, Days 37-45) focuses on the
overwhelming tendency of men and women to believe in God. It claims that this
awareness came at God’s initiative, not ours. It thus allows us a further
glimpse into His nature that will be the focus of the daily readings to follow.

















Day 23 – relating
and revealing


 


 


The first and
most important thing we know about God is that we know
nothing about him except what he himself makes known.  –EMIL
BRUNNER


 


 


Humans have always
tended to believe in the existence of a supernatural God. In fact,
archaeologists have yet to unearth a single ancient civilization without such a
belief. All cultures, even those separated by thousands of years and miles,
have independently come to the same conclusion: God exists! Even though
atheists have become visible and vocal over the past three centuries, their
numbers are small compared to the vast multitude of believers.


 


Consider with me for
a moment how reluctant the human psyche is to abandon belief in God. It has
persisted across centuries, cultures, and continents. It has weathered
persecution and has outlasted scientific trends. It has paradoxically increased
in the midst of some of the most horrendous suffering and injustice known to
man. Even when assailed by intellectual doubts, it has emerged from skepticism
stronger than before. Such persistence staggers the mind. More than mere
coincidence seems at work here.


 


Belief in a
supernatural God is thus older than Methuselah and more regenerative than the
proverbial cat. And the question which immediately surfaces, one that we
addressed at length during the first leg of our journey, is this: How did we
come to that belief? After exposing the fallacy of naturalistic explanations,
the only answer we were left with—the only one that made sense to us—was that
God must have acted to make us aware. Just as the characters Romeo and Juliet
could become aware of William Shakespeare only if he wrote it into the script,
we could become aware of the existence of God only if He engraved it into our
being.


 


This Argument
from Supernatural Belief has become one of my five principal reasons
for believing in the existence of God. It also is a useful source of information
as we ascend the slope of God’s nature, for it gives us some insights into His
character not discernible from the two preceding arguments. In short, what it
tells us is that any relationship that exists between God and us must be at
God’s initiative. He, far greater than us in every aspect, must have revealed
His existence and nature to us. We, His creations, could know of Him and about
Him only if He chose to make us aware.


 


The theological term
for this process is divine revelation, and you can see why the
scholars have always instructed us that God is the Revealer. He, the Infinite,
could easily have hidden His existence from us, much more easily than that
Tokyo tourist could have hidden his existence from the bed of ants. But He did
not do so. Instead, He chose to make us aware of Himself. He thus is truly a relational
and revelatory God. He first sought us. Only then could we begin to
seek Him.

















Day 24 – relating and revealing (II)


 


 


God is
continually drawing us to himself in everything we experience.  –GERARD
HUGHES


 


 


The artwork on the
October 25, 2004 cover of Time depicted a young woman in prayer, hands
folded and eyes closed. To her right was the caption “THE GOD GENE” and to her
left this question: “Does our DNA compel us to seek a higher power?” The cover
story inside discussed evidence—preliminary, but nonetheless intriguing—that
our awareness of God may be encrypted in our genome. Somewhere within our
genetic make-up, some scientists are predicting, is implanted an amino acid
sequence that encodes our bent toward theism. Somewhere on one of our
chromosomes is written the message: “There is a God!”


 


The story, of
course, was replete with opinions and quotes from a variety of experts in the
fields of science, philosophy, and theology. As would be expected, each person
tended to fit this “God gene” into the worldview he or she already possessed.
Atheistic scientists hailed the new discovery, claiming that such a gene gives
belief in God a natural, rather than a supernatural, explanation. Our perception
of God would be no more than a by-product of the nuclei of our cells. If that
were so, there would be no need to maintain that God exists, at least in the
sense that nearly all theists proclaim God’s existence. The supernatural God
that so many of us acknowledge would be usurped by a God conceived and
perceived totally within nature.


 


Theistic scientists
and non-scientific theologians were persuaded otherwise. They asserted that the
discovery of such a gene would not change their belief in God at all. If
anything, it would strengthen that belief. The basic theological question (Does
God exist?) and their answer to it would remain the same, the only difference
being that the forum would now be pushed into the realm of genetics. Based on
what I know as a theologian and physician, I concur. I do not think that proof
of a “God gene” in each of us would fundamentally change any of the arguments
for God. In particular, the arguments I gave in 5 Reasons would still
hold true. When explained in everyday language, it is not difficult to see why
I hold this opinion. With the sole purpose of making this point clear, consider
with me the following analogy:


 


Suppose that upon
awakening one morning and gazing out my window, I see a small airplane
skywriting in bold letters the following words: “RANDY, THERE IS A GOD!” Not
surprisingly, the first question that pops into my mind is: “Who sent me this
message?” Immediately I reach for my cell phone and take a picture of the
message in the sky. Grabbing my binoculars, I am able to make out the plane’s
identification number and, after a couple of phone calls, trace the flight to
my local airport. I dress quickly and hurry there, arriving just as the plane
lands.


 


When the pilot
exits the plane, I approach him with the picture and pose to him the same
question: “Who sent me this message?” He tells me that the company he works for
received a request and payment to write those words in the sky. He says
that he does not know who made the request, but the people he works for
probably do. After obtaining directions to his company’s offices, I proceed
there without delay.


 


Thirty minutes
later I enter the corporate office and show the secretary the photo. I ask her
the same question: “Who sent me this message?” She finds in her computer
database the address from which the order was placed. “It came from someone at
252 Pinnacle Point,” she informs me. This is surprising and even more puzzling,
for that is my home address! This, for sure, becomes my next destination.


 


When I reach my
residence, my wife greets me at the door and asks why I am home at this time of
day. I tell her the story, show her the picture, and ask again: “Who sent me
this message?” She confesses to me that she is the one who called the company
and ordered the message to be put in the sky. But she informs me that she did
so at my command. She says that I nudged her two nights ago while dreaming and
told her to have the message “RANDY, THERE IS A GOD!” written there. I also
made her promise not to mention a word of it to me when I awakened. “All I
did,” she exclaims, “was what you told me to do.”


 


Frustrated all
the more, I retreat to my bedroom and look again at the picture on my cell
phone. Gazing into the mirror, I ask myself the same question: “Who sent me
this message?” It is a question I have asked four other times today. As before,
there is no definite answer. Was the message sent to me from someone else, even
from God Himself, or was it something my mind made up as I slept? I really do
not know. After a few minutes of contemplation, I determine that the best thing
for me to do is to believe the message and act upon it. Thus I proceed to
walk—in the midst of uncertainty but based on the evidence at hand—in true
faith.


 


In summary, I
know all too well at the beginning and the end of the day that I have received
a message, and I know exactly what that message says. But even after narrowing
my focus from the sky, to the airport, to the company, to my home, and finally
to myself, I am still unable to answer the question: “Who sent me this
message?” I cannot explain its origin; all I can do is act upon it.


 


In a sense, the
history of our awareness of God’s existence is the same. Men and women long
ago, as they gazed at the heavens above, became aware of a message there written:
“GOD EXISTS!” The only question that remained was, “Who sent this message?” The
majority believed that it came from God Himself. Atheists, however, claimed
that nature, as if playing a trick on us, was its source. When humans looked
closer to home—at the earth, not the heavens—they discovered the same message:
“GOD EXISTS!” But once again the source of the message remained uncertain.
Neither theists nor atheists could declare victory. Even when they peaked
inside their own home, concentrating on their own species, they found the same
message and the same unanswerable question. Now, as they gaze into the “mirror”
of their individual genome and see the same message inscribed, they find
themselves no nearer an answer than their primitive ancestors. Whether written
in the skies, spoken to the heart, or encrypted within the DNA, the source of
our awareness of the existence of God still remains an unsolved mystery. The
question remains: “Who sent us this message? Did God or nature plant the
message there?” An honest person would say that we just don’t know.


 


So where does this
leave us today, we who sense that same message? Should we expose it as a lie
from nature and write it off? Should we embrace it and nourish it as a truth
from God? Or should we resign ourselves that we will never know for sure? My
answer is that we should examine the two alternatives and determine which makes
the most sense. And that is exactly what we did during our journey’s first leg.
We asked ourselves then if humanity’s belief in God made the most sense in a
theistic or an atheistic universe, and we came to the conclusion that the
existence of God was the best explanation.


 


In light of this,
the Time article is to us exciting news. If the existence of a “God
gene” were ever proven, it would signify to us that God planned from the start
to let us know of His existence. And when we remember that He, so superior to
us in every way, certainly had the option to remain hidden from our
consciousness, we would in humble thankfulness acknowledge this gene as further
evidence of His relational and revelatory nature.


 


The message:


“RANDY, THERE IS A
GOD!”


 


The question:


“Who sent me this
message?”


 


The answer:


God Himself!


 


The reason:


He must have wanted
me to know.


(It was His choice.
Again, we see His.


sovereignty at
work.)


 


The result: 


God, by revealing
Himself,


established a relationship
with me.


 


What type of
relationship?


Stay tuned to
tomorrow’s reading.

















Day 25 –
transcendent


 


 


A God, whose ways
could all be comprehended by so insignificant creature as man, would be a God
inadequate for such a universe as this.  –LESLIE D. WEATHERHEAD


 


 


The
Blind Men and the Elephant


 


It was six men of Indostan


To learning much inclined,


Who went to see the Elephant,


(Though all of them were blind),


That each by observation 


Might satisfy his mind.


 


The First approached the Elephant,


And happening to fall


Against his broad and sturdy side,


At once began to bawl:


“God bless me! but the Elephant 


Is very like a wall!”


 


The Second, feeling of the tusk,


Cried, “Ho! what have we here? 


So very round and smooth and sharp?


To me ‘tis very clear 


This wonder of an Elephant


Is very like a spear!”


 


The Third approached the animal,


And happening to take 


The squirming trunk within his hands,


Thus boldly up and spake:


“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant


Is very like a snake!”


 


The Fourth reached out an eager
hand,


And felt above the knee.


“What most this wondrous beast is like


Is mighty plain,” quoth he,


“‘Tis clear enough the Elephant


Is very like a tree!”


 


The Fifth, who chanced to touch
the ear,


Said: “E’en the blindest man


Can tell what this resembles most;


Deny the fact who can,


This marvel of an Elephant


Is very like a fan!”


 


The Sixth no sooner had begun


About the beast to grope,


Than, seizing on the swinging tail


That fell within his scope,


“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant


Is very like a rope!”


 


And so these men of Indostan


Disputed loud and long,


Each in his own opinion


Exceeding stiff and strong,


Though each was partly in the right


And all were in the wrong!


 


MORAL


So oft in theologic wars


The disputants, I ween,


Rail on in utter ignorance


Of what each other mean,


And prate about an Elephant


Not one of them has seen!1


 


 


This delightful poem
has been familiar to most of us since childhood. In it we are introduced to six
blind men who for the first time are allowed to examine an elephant and
describe what their hands “see.” Their descriptions vary, of course, depending
on which part of the elephant each happens to explore.


 


Because of their
disability, the conclusions these men reach are true only to a degree. The
elephant is, indeed, like a wall, but that description—as given to us by the
first blind man—is much too narrow. That the elephant in some aspects resembles
a spear, snake, tree, fan, or rope is likewise correct, but these comparisons
describe the animal incompletely. Each man, as the poet says, is only “partly
in the right.” These six tactile explorers thus leave the elephant that day
with only a partial realization of what a pachyderm actually is. They have formed
an initial impression of their subject, but it is an incomplete and inadequate
mental image that each man carries home at day’s end.


 


Why is this so? Who
can we blame for the inability of these men to master their subject? Can we
blame the elephant? The animal stands there patiently, without pretense or
deception, as the men explore its huge frame. While nibbling on hay and
peanuts, it does not try to hide itself in any way from its curious new
friends. The elephant, therefore, cannot be held responsible if the blind men
leave that day with an incomplete picture of elephants in general.


 


Then what about
these men? Can we blame them for the less-than-adequate results? In a way, the
answer is “yes,” for these men were responsible for their own descriptions. But
we can forgive them somewhat when we consider two problems they faced in their
task. The first was the enormity of their subject. Had they been asked
to describe a baseball, a mouse, or any object small enough to nestle within
the palms of their hands, their job would have been much easier. Instead, the
subject of interest was an elephant, too large for one man or even six men
collectively to master by hand exploration. The second problem they faced was
the limitation of their vision. Like the blind of today exploring a new
friend’s facial contour, they relied almost exclusively on their sense of
touch. Had they been blessed with 20/20 vision, their task would have been so
much easier and their resultant descriptions more complete.


 


For the reasons just
mentioned, these six blind investigators should not be charged with a
journalistic felony but with the smallest of misdemeanors. The assignment for
them was made all the more difficult because of the largeness of their
subject and the smallness of their vision. In a way, they did the
best with what resources they had. Their mistake, as alluded to in the poem,
was that each felt only a part of the specimen before them, and thus each
received an incomplete picture.


 


The relationship
that exists between God and us is beset with the same inherent problems. On the
one hand, God is enormous (i.e. Infinite). During this second leg of our
journey, we have already alluded to His mind-boggling power, indescribable
knowledge, and unyielding righteousness, not to mention His unlimited
creativity, absolute sovereignty, and awesome holiness. On the other hand, we
are limited (i.e. finite). We are limited in power and knowledge, and we
all should be aware—if not, Paul would seek to remind us1—how
limited we are in righteousness.


 


God is Infinite, and
we are finite. Put these two facts together, and the obvious conclusion is
this: we will never be able to fully comprehend God. No matter how much
time we spend probing His nature, our conception of Him will be incomplete. Like
those blind men searching the elephant, we will never be able to sense Him
fully, for He is too big and we are too small. Our descriptions, like theirs,
may be “partly in the right,” but at life’s end much about Him will remain to
us an unsolvable mystery. No one should blame God that this is so, for the
whole problem is a function of who He is and who we are. God is enormous, and
we are limited—that, and nothing else, is responsible.


 


The attribute of God
that is depicted here is divine transcendence. In describing God thusly,
we are acknowledging that part of His nature will forever be beyond our reach.
Since He is Infinite and we are finite, to know and understand Him fully is an
impossible task. In comparison, the mission of the blind men seems easy.
















Day 26 – the paradoxical God


 


 


I take refuge in
God’s transcendence, continually giving thanks that God’s ways are not my own... I appreciate God’s
immanence as well, as expressed in the creation... and the incarnation of Jesus Christ
within it.  –KATHLEEN
NORRIS


 


 


We begin to see
within the Argument from Supernatural Belief a true paradox. For us to
know God, God must relate to us. In this sense, God is personal and immanent.
Yet there are aspects of Him that will always elude us. So, in another sense, God
is Wholly Other and transcendent. He is both near to us and far from us. We
surely know Him; yet, just as sure, we know Him not. He comes to us from
“beyond,” but still He remains beyond us.


 


As to the purpose of
this divine revelation, listen well (for the paradox continues). God initiates
this relationship with us so that we might relate to His initiative. He seeks
us first, that we might seek Him at last. If we seek Him—as scripture says,
with “heart and mind and soul and strength”1—we will find Him. When
we find Him, we will lose ourselves in Him. And, in that loss, we will gain everything.
















Day 27 – the grace
of God


 


 


Grace is the free,
undeserved goodness and favor of God to mankind.   –MATTHEW HENRY


 


 


On this, the second
leg of our religious journey, we have surveyed the landscape of the universe to
determine what it says about the nature of God. Beholding the design therein,
we have concluded that God must be active and creative, all-powerful and
all-knowing, volitional and sovereign. He is a God who has chosen to
act in power and knowledge to create the world.
This much we have gleaned from the Argument from Design. Furthermore,
we have observed how we as humans tend to be universally bent toward justice
and have acknowledged that God must also be moral—a holy and righteous Lawgiver
who has planted within us a moral compass. This we have deduced from the Argument
from Fairness.


 


And now, from the Argument
from Supernatural Belief, we have come upon something that defies
description, that this same magnificent God has chosen to make us aware of His
existence and, to some extent, His character. In no way was God obligated to
make us aware. So great is He—and we, His creations, so small in
comparison—that it would have been easy for Him to keep Himself hidden from us.
But history reveals just the opposite. Men and women of every age and culture
claim to know of Him and to interact with Him. Though there are limits to our
awareness—limits that are a function of His Infinity and our finitude—no one
can deny the presence and persistence in the human psyche of belief in God. And
the only explanation that seems to make sense is that this transcendent God
has chosen to reveal Himself to us and, in so doing, to relate to us.


 


If you analyze the
divine attributes summarized in the preceding paragraphs, you will find that
they can be divided into two groups. The first consists of parts of God’s
character that are a function of who He is. His power, knowledge, and
morality fit this category, for all are characteristics that are basically
inherent in Him. In other words, it would be impossible for God not to possess
them. He did not choose to be powerful—He is powerful. He did not decide
to possess such knowledge. It is a part of who He is. Similarly, He did not
have any other option than to be moral and righteous, for this is intrinsic in
Him. But there is a second group of characteristics that are a function of what
He chose. He did not have to use His power and knowledge to create the
world, including us, yet He chose to do so. He was not obligated to plant a
moral conscience within us, but He did this nonetheless. And, as we have noted
in the last few days, He did not have to make us aware of His existence and
nature. But He decided—the theologians say, “It was His will”—to so reveal and
so relate.


 


With this, we touch
just the outskirts of that wonderful activity of God called grace. It is
something given to us that we did not earn or deserve. The life He bestowed
upon us, the universe He formed around us, the Moral Law He placed inside us,
the revelation He sent toward us, and the relationship He established with
us—all of these can be attributed to His grace. They are inexplicable gifts
from God, acts of unmerited favor toward us. We have them only because
He chose to grant them to us. It was His will to do so.


 


We, not in the least
worthy, have become the beneficiaries of God’s grace. Let us fall to our knees
and give thanks!

















Day 28 – the beast of suffering


 


 


It is a Christian
conviction that evil is permitted by a sovereign God in some way that is ultimately compatible with
his goodness.  –WILLIAM DYRNESS


 


 


The mention of God’s
grace usually yields a quick response from atheists and agnostics. Even
believers must admit that only half the story has been told. The breath-taking
beauty of this world is admixed with the most horrific natural calamity. The
radiant sunset is followed the next day by the devastating tornado. The
wonderful relationship between mother and baby is enjoyed for a season then
taken away by that child’s death in infancy or rebellion in adolescence. Great
and noble deeds of kindness are witnessed across the globe every minute, but
gruesome acts of cruelty abound as well. One moment we are healthy and
prosperous, and life is good. The next moment we are sick and impoverished, and
life is not good at all. Many—consider Jeremiah and Job1—begin to
wish life had never been granted them. Truly, in life, as in nature, the rose
also bears the thorn. And the subject of God's goodness, if not answered with a
resounding “no,” becomes in many minds an interrogative sentence.


 


The time has now
come to try to answer this question. We must address the problem of evil and
suffering in the world. Thus far on our journey, it may have seemed that we
were trying to avoid the subject. When we ascended the slope of God’s
existence, we refused to answer such questions because we determined they were
questions relevant to God’s nature, not His existence. And up to now along our
second leg, it may seem that we have tiptoed around them as if afraid to
confront them. This, however, is not the truth. We have not yet delved into the
problem of pain and suffering simply because it was not the appropriate time to
ask. That time has now come. We know that God exists and have determined that
He is the all-powerful, all-knowing, righteous Creator. We know that He
transcends us but has chosen to reveal Himself and relate to us. And it’s when
we try to explain the nature of this relationship that we are thrown into the
arena with the beast of suffering. Because God does relate to us, we must deal
with this subject now. We ignore it at our own peril.


 


In the next few days
we will consider the questions raised by suffering. Why is there such evil and
pain in the world God created? Did God put them there? If so, how can we refer
to Him as good and gracious? If, on the other hand, pain and suffering are not
from God, how and why did they enter His creation? Did He want to exclude them
but did not possess the power? Or did He have the power to remove them but did
not care enough about us to do so? In summary, how can we mesh the omnipotence
of God with the love of God in a world so infiltrated with evil? These are
questions as old as the human race. They have been raised by God-fearers like
Job and atheists like David Hume. A library of books has been written in an
attempt to give them answers. Still, the questions remain.


 


To think that I in
the following pages will set the record straight is laughable. I cannot promise
that I will be able to answer all the questions raised by suffering, for I will
not. But I do promise to look at the subject as honestly and objectively as I
can and relate what makes sense to me.


 


With this disclaimer
in mind, let us in the arena now turn to the beast and do battle.

















Day 29 – freedom
of choice


 


 


We simply must
break with the idea that everything that happens is the
will of God in the sense of being his intention... We must come to terms with
the idea that the intentional will of God can be defeated by the will of man for
the time being. If this were not true, then man would have no real freedom
at all.  –LESLIE D. WEATHERHEAD


 


 


My youngest
daughter, Allison, graduated from high school in 2005. For Cathy and me, it was
an emotional event. We found ourselves filled with excitement for her, for she
was beginning a new era in her life. We also sensed some impending dread,
because it marked the end of an era for us. When she left home for college
three months later, we found ourselves in the pit of the empty nest, and we had
to decide how to live within it. There, as other empty-nesters can give
testimony, we have not only survived but thrived. We have used the extra time
to refocus on our love and companionship as husband and wife. And we still see
the girls often. Both live only seventy miles away, close enough for us to
visit and for them to return each month. So no pity should here be wasted on
the Stewarts. Our life is good. We have been blessed by the grace of God.


 


I want to use my
relationship with my daughters as a means to explore something about God’s
relationship with us. When the time came for the girls to choose which college
to attend, I let them do just that. I gave my opinion here and there but left
the final decision to them. By allowing them to choose, I immediately placed my
own wishes in jeopardy. There was no guarantee that everything I wanted would
transpire. And, in sort of a selfish way, that’s exactly what happened. Each of
them chose a college one and one-half hours removed from home, making a commute
(my sentimental choice) impractical. Up to that point I had dictated the
streets of which town and the halls of which school they would traverse. They
had absolutely no choice in the matter. If I had also decided for them which
college to attend, I again could have guaranteed the outcome. But as soon as I
let them make the choice, I lost that guarantee. The only way I could regain it
was to rescind their right to choose, and that I would not do. Granted, I still
remained in ultimate control of the situation. Mary Catherine and Allison knew
all too well that one “D” or “F” on the transcript could have resulted in a
commute to a local junior college. But as long let them choose, I voluntarily
surrendered any guarantee that they would make the right choices. I couldn’t
have it both ways. It was possible for their will, at least temporarily, to
prevail over mine.


 


God’s relationship
with us is very similar. He, our Heavenly Father, created us and planted His
Moral Law within us. He then gave us the freedom to choose whether or not to
obey it. By doing so, it became possible for our immediate will for the time
being to prevail over His. Although He still possesses ultimate control—the
power to veto our choices—seldom, if ever, does He coerce His will. In fact, I cannot
find one instance in the Bible where God usurped the freedom of choice of men
and women. When He chose to give us choice, He apparently meant it.


 


The reason He did so
is a mystery, especially in light of all the negative ramifications of our
choices. The most popular explanation given by theologians is that God desired
to establish a relationship with us founded on mutual love and that such love
is not possible unless we can freely choose to accept or reject it. Regardless
of His reason(s), we must once again bow to His sovereignty. He chose to give
us choice, and we must accept His decision.

















Day 30 – suffering and bad choices


 


 


I once heard a
Holocaust victim asked if her experience of a death march and forced labor camp
hadn’t destroyed her faith in God. “Of course,” she said, adding, “but only for a
time.” She had come to the conclusion that what she and so
many others had endured was not God’s doing, but was due to human beings having
chosen to do evil.   –KATHLEEN NORRIS


 


 


God has given us the
Moral Law. He has also given us the freedom to choose whether or not to
obey it. All too often we disobey, and adverse consequences follow. We and/or
others suffer in the aftermath of our bad choices. This explains some of the
suffering that enters our world. To prevent it from happening, God would have
to withhold freedom of choice from us. This He would and will not do. He
refuses to coerce our obedience. Yet, in the midst of the suffering caused by
our bad choices, God remains all-powerful and in control. In fact, He has taken
this very suffering and made it the vehicle through which our redemption is
wrought. One day in the future He will reestablish His perfect will and
consummate His redemptive plan. Suffering will be no more.


 


The paragraph above
summarizes one of the most common explanations given for sin and suffering. It
states that much of the misery we experience is self-inflicted, the aftermath
of our bad choices. It absolves God of direct responsibility, for suffering is
seen as the by-product of our free will. Sin and its consequences enter our
world because God has given us the freedom to choose and we have chosen badly.


 


Some theologians,
however, claim that this argument is not air-tight. They say it has a serious
loophole, one explained by Winfried Corduan this way:


 


The question is
this: Was evil really unavoidable? Did God have to pay the price of allowing
evil in order for us to have freedom? The answer, as surprising as it may seem,
is no There is another way of making sure of the desired outcome, namely by
limiting the circumstances within which we choose... Parents do so with
children. They teach them to exercise their capacity for choices within
restricted options. At some time as a teenager, a person may have to decide
whether to smoke. Parents would not expect a four-year-old to make that choice.
They would protect the child from making the wrong decision. That does not mean
that the child does not have freedom of choice within the range of choices
available to him or her; but, because the parents know the child would choose
poorly, they do not allow him or her to make choices beyond his or her capacity.
God could have done the same thing with human beings. There is no logical
reason why He had to let us free creatures lapse into disobedience. God could
have arranged our available choices in such a way that we would be free but
would only freely choose to obey Him. An omniscient and omnipotent
being should have been able to do that.1


 


My former neighbor’s
management of his dog should help us better understand what Corduan is saying.
Andy, just a puppy, became a member of our subdivision a few years ago. To
ensure his safety and keep him out of trouble, his owner, Brian, erected an
invisible fence along the boundaries of his lot. This restricted Andy’s domain,
but it did not seem to affect his happiness. Every day I saw him frolicking
freely in Brian’s yard, where he had been given free canine reign. But he did
not set one paw into mine.  What Brian did with Andy is what Corduan says that God
could have done with us. He could have restricted our freedom yet still given
us abundant choices and much happiness. He could have “fenced us in,” making it
impossible for us to go astray, yet still have given us free reign within those
boundaries. In this way, God could have prevented sin, evil, and suffering from
entering the world.


 


This line of
thinking claims that God could eliminate the possibility of us choosing badly
by arranging our lives in a way that guarantees our obedience. But if this is
the case, do we really have a choice? In my opinion, to protect us from any
possibility of bad choices is the same as giving us no free will at all.
Granted, God is both omnipotent and sovereign. He certainly could have limited
our freedom to choose, just as my neighbor limited his dog’s and those parents
limited their son’s. He could have played it safe and removed any possibility
that we would go astray. But to what end? That we have no real choice but to
obey Him? That we have no true test of our devotion? That we have no real depth
to our love? God, forbid!


 


Take the time now to
reread today’s first paragraph. After answering the above objection, it still
rings true to me.

















Day 31 – suffering and good choices


 


 


Unless life is
lived for others, it is not worthwhile.  –MOTHER THERESA of Calcutta


 


 


That a great deal of
the world’s suffering stems from the bad choices of men and women should come
as no surprise to any of us. We are all painfully aware of that reality. In
fact, humans misuse their freedom of choice so much that one begins to wonder
why God granted us the right to choose. But there is another side to suffering
and choice that needs to be acknowledged, a noble side. It, too, should come as
no surprise to us, for we see it in action every day. Like all good news,
however, it tends to take a back seat to the bad.


 


Not only do our bad
choices yield suffering, our good choices often do the same. Think with me a
minute about the sacrificial suffering of mankind. Consider, for example,
parental love. All over the globe, husbands and wives every day make conscious
decisions to start a family. They do so knowing full well the sacrifices
involved. To bear the responsibilities of parenthood is to yield on the altar
their time, money, and emotions. The intimacy of their marriage may suffer, for
the priority of their relationship as husband and wife is often usurped by that
of parent and child. Even if all goes well, the voluntary sacrifice of childrearing
is a challenge. When you add potential problems like childhood illness and
teenage rebellion, it becomes a big gamble. Yet, with full knowledge of this
potential for pain and suffering, they forge ahead. They literally lay down
their lives for the lives of their children. And almost every couple agrees
that it was the right thing to do, even when things don’t go as planned.
Indeed, they would not hesitate to encourage their children to do the same.
They consider parenthood a good choice, albeit one that demands sacrifice and
guarantees suffering.


 


Other examples could
readily be cited. A missionary makes a conscious choice to go to the Amazon to
proclaim the gospel, trading the comforts of the suburbs for the dangers of the
jungle. A physician stops at the scene of an accident and himself suffers
second and third degree burns. A teacher has the courage to confront an abusive
but politically prominent parent who promptly lobbies for her termination. A
man gives a small child his coat and finds himself shivering in the cold. A
woman donates one of her kidneys to her sister, foreseeing all too well the
pain of surgery and the risk of mortality. Some airline passengers garner the
courage to attack suicidal terrorists and, in meeting death, save the lives of
so many others. A husband and wife give up the easy retirement they had longed
for in order to raise grandchildren abandoned by their drug-crazed daughter. A
single mom works three jobs to put her son through college and dies of poor
health shortly after his graduation. An elderly passenger on the Titanic gives
up his place on a life raft to a younger man and perishes moments later in the
icy waters. A Jewish healer and teacher, full of love for all men, dies a cruel
death on a Roman cross so that others might live. These and other similar acts
of volition, all noble and good, are accompanied by suffering and pain just as
real as that inflicted by bad choices. The point here is this: when we say that
our freedom to choose makes suffering possible, we must include the good
choices as well as the bad.


 


From this point on,
I will refer to suffering caused by bad choices as retributive
and that caused by good choices as sacrificial. Regarding the
former, there is no implication that the one suffering has made the bad choice,
only that someone’s bad choice is involved. The innocent pedestrian
struck and paralyzed by an intoxicated driver and that driver, who must face
within his soul and in front of the jury the consequences of his actions, are
both by this definition retributive sufferers. Both are the victims of a bad
choice. The term retributive, therefore, does not necessarily reflect
the punishment due but rather the consequences of choosing badly. And such
consequences, we all know too well, the innocent face as often as the guilty.


 


This relationship
between suffering and choice, both bad and good, probably explains the majority
of the misery you and I encounter in our daily lives. Tomorrow, we will begin
to look at those aspects of suffering that seem independent of our choices.
















Day 32 –
indiscriminate suffering 


 


 


The typhoon, the
cyclone, the whirlwind, the earthquake,
the volcanic eruption, the storm...makes even serious thinkers wonder
whether...a callous Fiend is on the throne of the universe, whether Anybody is
on the throne of the universe at all, whether the universe has got out
of hand, or whether it is badly made.  –LESLIE D. WEATHERHEAD


 


 


I told you at the
start of this leg of our religious journey that we would look at the universe
around us and discover what it tells us about God. In other words, what about God’s
nature can we deduce from nature itself? 


 


Thus far, we have
attributed to God the following titles: 


 


From
the Argument from Design


The
Active, Omnipotent, Omniscient,


Volitional,
Sovereign Creator of the


Universe
around Us


From
the Argument from Fairness


The
Moral, Righteous, Holy Author of


the
Moral Law within U 


From
the Argument from Supernatural Belief


The
Transcendent, Gracious Initiator


of
a Relationship with Us


 


Probing a bit
further into that relationship, we have looked at pain and suffering in the
world and have tried to understand why God would allow it. The answer we have
gleaned thus far is this:


 


1.
God gave us the Moral Law. 


2.
God gave us the freedom to choose


   
whether or not to obey the Moral Law.


3.
We often make bad choices that 


   
result in pain and suffering


   
(retributive suffering).


4.
We often make good choices that


   
result in pain and suffering


   
(sacrificial suffering).


 


But there is a
subset of suffering in this world that seems unrelated to our choices, good or bad.
Consider, for example, the misery that comes from natural calamity. There does
not appear to be any connection to human choice here. The tornado rotates, the
earthquake rumbles, and the flood rages independent of our actions. The sudden
Indonesian Tsunami of 2004 and the flooding of New Orleans by Hurricane Katrina
in 2005 are two such recent natural events, and they cannot be attributed to
man's volition. Nor can they too flippantly be ascribed to God’s discipline.
They seem to come for no reason and claim as their victims young and old, rich
and poor, good and bad.


 


Many physical
illnesses present to us the same problem. An eight-year-old boy dies from
lymphoma, a young father succumbs to an aggressive bacterial illness, a college
volleyball player collapses on the court from a fatal intracranial hemorrhage,
and a middle-aged man becomes the victim of progressive senile dementia. And
there seems to be no rhyme or reason for it. No bad choice to blame, no good
choice to claim—only suffering, inexorable and inexplicable


 


We must now turn our
attention to this aspect of suffering. We will try to determine what these
natural calamities tell us about the nature of God. Once again, we will do so
as honestly and simply as we can. No attempt will be made to deceive or
confound. And no promise will be made of absolute answers. The problem here is
too real to so glibly boast. In the next few pages we will truly come into the
presence of a mystery as old and deep as humanity. As we do, humility rather
than pride should be our companion.

















Day 33 – indiscriminate suffering (II)


 


 


We are trained
from birth not to question God. But why? Why a church? Why those little
children? Why? Why? Why?  –a
CHURCH MEMBER in Piedmont, Alabama


 


 


We have discussed
retributive suffering (brought about by our bad choices) and sacrificial
suffering (brought about by our good choices). Yesterday we alluded to a third
type of suffering independent of our freedom of choice. I call it
indiscriminate suffering, because it shows no favoritism or partiality. No one
can claim exemption from it. It does not take into account race, religion, sex,
age, social status, or behavior. And it seems to shake its fist in the face of
justice.


 


Natural disasters
and many physical ailments are the classic vehicles of indiscriminate
suffering. We all know what misery they can unleash, and we are aware that the
most innocent among us are often the victims. I recall the little children in
that Methodist church in Piedmont, Alabama in 1994 who were killed by a tornado
while sitting in the front pews awaiting their chance to sing on Palm Sunday. I
remember Taylor Vaughn, the eight-year-old son of one of my college friends,
who died of lymphoma after a failed bone marrow transplant. To these two
examples from my own experience could be added hundreds more that you and I
have witnessed during our lifetimes.


 


Several questions
immediately surface. Couldn’t God have acted to prevent this suffering? If He
is all-powerful and the Creator of the universe, could He not have steered that
tornado one hundred yards from that church and saved the lives of those
children? If He is the giver and sustainer of life, could He not have kept
lymphoma away from Taylor? Once diagnosed with it, could He not have cured him
of it?


 


My answer is that,
indeed, He could have. I firmly believe God has the power to harness a tornado
and eradicate a lymphoma. I believe He has the wherewithal to control and
manipulate, even to circumvent, the laws of nature and to work the outcome to
our benefit. If He possesses enough power to create and sustain the universe,
He certainly has enough power to manipulate the forces therein.


 


The plain reality,
however, is that God does not usually use His power in this fashion. If
indiscriminate suffering in the universe is used as evidence, the picture soon
emerges of a God who possesses the power to stop it but seldom uses His power
to that end. Deists (Voltaire and Thomas Jefferson among them) have for years
asserted that God is passive in the universe and cannot stop this
suffering. I disagree with them. I believe that He can so act and
believe that occasionally He does, but I also believe that most of the
time He does not.


 


I promised you that
I would approach this subject honestly, and I meant it. I would love to be able
to assure you that God will keep you safe from the fury of nature and the march
of disease. But I cannot, simply because that is not what I see in the universe
around me. To remain truthful, I must inform you that most of the time God does
not alter the laws of nature, even in the face of impending death and
destruction. He did not change the course of that tornado. He did not remit
Taylor’s lymphoma. And that, we all know, is the general pattern. Other than
those miraculous instances in history where He has chosen to act otherwise, God
permits indiscriminate suffering to have its way.

















Day 34 – suffering and the laws of nature


 


 


If matter is to serve as a neutral
field, it must have a fixed nature of its own.  –C. S. LEWIS


 


 


Why does God seem so
reluctant to tinker with the laws of nature? A closer look at these laws may
give us a clue.


 


Since God created
the universe, He must be the One responsible for its laws. These serve a useful
function by giving our universe a predictable and dependable side. They do not
waver. We can always count on them to work for us. We trust them and rely on
them every minute of every day. But this same predictability also makes it
possible for them to cause suffering. The same gravity that holds us to the
earth also causes a meteorite to fall from the sky and a boulder to tumble down
a hill. If we so happen to be standing where the meteorite strikes or along the
boulder’s path, the laws of nature virtually guarantee that pain and suffering
will follow. In the same way, water is necessary for life, but if our lungs
become immersed in it, we suffer death by drowning. Thus we see through these
examples that nature is a double-edged sword. It has a firm, predictable,
unyielding, stable side that literally makes life livable. And, as a function
of its consistency, it has the power to do us harm. Fortunately, the instances
that it acts in our favor far outnumber the times it causes us pain. This is
what we would predict, given the fact that its primary function is to help us.


 


The laws of nature,
then, are good for us. They give us a stable platform upon which to act out our
lives. Perhaps this in part is why God would seldom circumvent them. The world
would be a terrifying place if, for example, the law of gravity were waived to
suit my or your fancy. The moment I suspend it may be the very moment you need
it. It would be best for us if the law were left alone. God knows this better
than we do. He put the laws of nature in the universe to level the playing
field of life. He does not, for good reason, tamper with these laws very often.

















Day 35 – miracles
and the laws of nature


 


 


But if we admit God, must we admit
Miracle? Indeed, indeed, you have no security against it. That is the bargain.
Theology says to you in effect, “Admit God and
with Him the risk of a few
miracles, and I in return will ratify your faith in uniformity as regards the
overwhelming majority of events.  –C. S. LEWIS


 


 


When I was in
college, I served as minister of music and youth at First Baptist Church in
Carbon Hill, Alabama. I have fond memories of my years there. In that church I
met and married my wife, and there we dedicated our first child. It was also at
that church that I had the privilege of listening to the preaching of Harlice
Keown, one of the best conservative expositors of the gospel I have ever heard.
He and his wife Mildred were seminary friends of my parents, and they took me
into their home and treated me as if given a mandate from above.


 


It was toward this
town and this church that a fierce tornado made its way in 1975. Based on radar
data and meteorological projections, there was every indication that this
deadly storm would split Carbon Hill in half. As the storm approached, Harlice
Keown called several deacons to the church to pray for deliverance. Church
members in their homes were asked to pray likewise. And, whether by miracle or
happenstance, the twister changed its course and spared the city. I still
remember the following Sunday as the pastor described what was seen on radar
that night. A short distance from Carbon Hill the storm split into two pieces,
and these two offspring began to separate from each other. At the very moment
when that one storm would have ransacked the city, Carbon Hill residents found
themselves in the safe area between the two. And all this occurred as members
of that church prayed specifically for something like this to happen.


 


Atheists would argue
that all of this was a coincidence. There exists no God, they say, to alter a
tornado’s course. Deists, though professing a belief in God, would also claim
that the sparing of Carbon Hill was coincidental, because they perceive God to
be no longer active in the universe. Others, like Harlice Keown, would assert
that it all came about because of God’s direct intention and activity. Some—and
you can include me in this group—would say that it’s just impossible to know. I
am not sure what happened that day. Maybe God split the tornado and spared the
city. Maybe the whole thing was just a fortuitous coincidence for Carbon Hill
(and a disastrous one for nearby Jasper, where one of the spin-off storms
unleashed its fury). I really don’t know which is true and probably will never
know. But these things I do firmly believe: (1) God has the power and
sovereignty to so act in nature; (2) God sometimes does so act in nature;1
but (3) God usually does not so act in nature. Most of the time, as was
witnessed in Piedmont and Indonesia, He does not alter nature’s laws or deflect
its fury. If it is true that He did so in 1975, directing the storm away from
Carbon Hill, then the residents there should be doubly thankful. They witnessed
an exception to His overall pattern of dealing with such things. They were the
beneficiaries of His grace.


 


In summary, then,
suffering often comes about because of the bad choices we make. Possessing the
power to coerce our behavior and remove this type of suffering, God allows it
to happen anyway. Just as often, our good choices cause suffering to be borne
by us. God also allows this and, as any devout Jew or Christian would tell us,
even encourages it. And then there is the suffering that defies explanation,
including that inflicted by natural calamity and physical disease. God
certainly has the power to stop this too, and it appears that occasionally in
history He has so acted. But once again the impression we get is that He is
reluctant to do so. This is why we refer to what happened at the Red Sea (and
possibly in Carbon Hill) as a miracle. It was something out of the ordinary.
Most of the time—we all know this to be true—miracles like this do not
happen.

















Day 36 – Job: indiscriminate sufferer


 


 


One of the major
themes of the Hebrew Bible is the overpowering message, pervading the Scripture from end to end,
that there is only one God and he is who he is in himself
regardless of what we may imagine him to be. This is the theme of the book of
Job.  –FLEMING RUTLEDGE


 


 


The Old Testament
book of Job1 is familiar to followers of every faith. Even atheists
and agnostics often make reference to it. Perhaps the principal reason for its
popularity is its blunt honesty in approaching pain and suffering. From the
mouth of an anything-but-patient Job come questions and accusations hurled
directly at God—things we might like to say to Him but would not dare. This
resolute courage in the face of suffering is what separates Job from the rest.


 


In the first
chapter, Job is at the top of his game. He is a wealthy and healthy father and
husband. His character is above reproach. Indeed, he is touted in the halls of
heaven as the best man in the world. What befalls him, beginning in verse 13 of
the first chapter and continuing into the second, is a total and complete
onslaught of suffering. First, his livestock and servants are killed by
neighboring hordes. Then his sons and daughters perish in a storm. If that
isn’t enough, Job’s grief is magnified by wretched sores “from the sole of his
foot to the crown of his head,” so intense that scraping them with broken
pottery does not relieve the itching. His wife, overwhelmed with grief and anger
at the loss of her children and the pitiful state of her husband, suggests that
Job go straight to the source and “curse God,” even if by speaking these words
his life would come to an abrupt end. Job refuses, unwilling to raise his fist
at God. Three of his friends receive word of Job’s plight and soon arrive to
“mourn with him and to comfort him.” When they first lay eyes on him, so
disfigured and forlorn is he that not one of them recognizes him.
Appropriately, they weep, sitting beside him in silent solidarity for “seven
days and seven nights.”


 


It is at this point
that Job, in grief “very great,”2 curses the day he was born, saying
in essence that it would have been better if he had never lived. It is a
sentiment he would repeat several times in the days to follow. And he begins to
hint that he holds God responsible, referring to himself as the one “whom God
has hedged in.”3 


 


Hearing this, one of
the friends—Eliphaz the Temanite—breaks his week-long silence and comes to
God’s defense.4 (Aside from the fact that God did not need his
defense, most scholars agree that Job would have been better off if Eliphaz and
the others had kept quiet at least one more week.) Ever so politely he advises
Job to look in a mirror to see the root of the problem. Rhetorically, he asks
Job: “Remember, I pray thee, who ever perished being innocent? Or where were
the righteous cut off? Even as I have seen, they that plow iniquity and sow
wickedness reap the same.” Whereas Job’s wife had urged her husband to blame
God for his suffering, Job’s friend now implies that Job himself is to blame.
Surely there must be sin in his life (i.e. bad choices) to explain his plight.
Job should admit the error of his ways and accept his suffering as punishment
due.


 


Job bristles at the
insinuation that His suffering is retributive.5 Trying to remain
courteous to his friends, he responds that God has unjustly marked him as the
target of His arrows. He challenges them to “cause me to understand the error
of my ways.” He maintains that there is no sin within him to justify his
suffering. Even if there were such sin, he wonders why God wouldn’t just
forgive him instead of tormenting him. He vows as long as he has breath to
continue to voice his complaints, then once again he longs to die. “I hate my
life,” he moans, a phrase he would later repeat twice to his friends.


 


A second of them,
Bildad the Shuhite,6 dispenses with politeness and likens Job’s
words to “a great wind.” He goes on to imply that Job may be suffering for the
sins of his children (i.e. for others’ bad choices). Not surprisingly, Job does
not buy one word of that argument.7 He continues to proclaim that he
is “innocent” and “blameless” and accuses God of dealing with him (and all
humanity) unjustly. Growing bolder by the day, he challenges God to
arbitration, wishing for “an umpire between us.” Realizing the improbability of
such a fair and just forum, he cries a second time, “I hate my life,” and again
curses the day he was born.


 


Zophar the
Naamathite,8 to this point silent, now enters the debate. Referring
to Job’s discourse as “babble,” he reminds Job that God knows everything and
that, contrary to what it may appear, He may be inflicting on Job an amount of
suffering less than he deserves. “If you set your heart aright,” he
admonishes, and “stretch out your hands toward Him...you will forget your
misery and your life will be brighter than the noonday.” In other words, “Stop
your railings against God! The remedy—the road to restoration—is a repentant
heart.”


 


And so the debate
continues to rage—the one convinced of his innocence, relentless in his
lamentation, desirous to plead his case before God; the three convinced of his
guilt, steadfast in their theology, awaiting his confession and repentance:


 


Job:  I have prepared
my case; I know that I shall be vindicated.9


 


Eliphaz:  Job,
you are full of hot air! (Literally, full of “the east wind”–that which
comes from the desert.) Your own mouth condemns you, not I. Your own lips
testify against you.10


 


Job:  Miserable
comforters are you all! Shall your windy words have an end?... Surely God has
worn me out. He has shriveled me up. He has torn me in His wrath and hated me.
He has gnashed His teeth at me. I was at ease, and He broke me asunder. He
seized me by the neck and dashed me to pieces. He set me up as His target; His
archers surround me. He slashed open my kidneys. He runs upon me like a warrior.
My face is red with weeping but my prayer is pure.11


 


Bildad:  How long
will you hunt for words? Why are we stupid in your sight?... Yes, the light of
the wicked is put out but his own schemes throw him down. He is cast into a net
by his own feet.12


 


Job:  No! God is
the one who has put me in the wrong. He is not just... Oh, that my words were
written! Oh, that they were inscribed in a book! Oh, that with iron pen and
lead they were graven in the rock forever!13


 


Zophar:  Did not
you know this from of old, since man was placed upon the earth, that the
exulting of the wicked is short and the joy of the godless for a moment?14


 


Job:  But I, Job,
have not been wicked and godless! If I have walked with falsehood, then declare
me guilty... If I have turned aside and my heart has sought the things of this
world, let me reap what I have sown... If I have been unfaithful to my wife,
that would be a heinous crime worthy of punishment... If I have acted unjustly
with my servants and maidservants, there is nothing I can say when God makes
inquiry... If I have withheld anything that the poor desired, if I have ignored
the orphan and widow, if I have seen one perish for lack of clothing, then let
my shoulder blade fall from my shoulder and let my arm be broken from its
socket. Then I would deserve calamity from God... If I have made gold my trust
or called fine gold my confidence, if I have rejoiced because my wealth was
great, if I have bowed down to the moon and stars as gods, this would also be
an iniquity to be punished... If I have rejoiced at the ruin of my enemy,...if
I have hidden secret sins from those around me,...if I have greedily kept for
myself all the crops of the field, then let thorns grow instead of wheat and
weeds instead of barley... But I, Job, have not been so wicked and so godless!
Oh, that I had one to hear me! Here is my signature! Let the Almighty answer
me! I would give Him an account of all my steps.15 


 


With that, the Bible
says, the “words of Job are ended.”


 


Before we continue
the story, let’s pause and assess Job’s case. All of us can relate in some way
to his argument. He has tried to live an exemplary life and do what is right in
the eyes of God and man. God, in chapters one and two, argues this point
Himself. And what does Job get in return? Sores to scrape but no remedy to cure
them, sons and daughters to mourn but no family to comfort him, poverty to bear
but no benefactor to supply him, advice to endure but no friends to understand
him. In a nutshell, Job has become the poster child for indiscriminate
suffering. His bad choices are not to blame, nor are the evil acts of his
offspring. And there is no hint of sacrificial suffering here, no good choices
made by Job that would, through his suffering, help others. What has befallen
and befuddled him in wholesale fashion is what befalls and befuddles us in
portion: the unexplained calamity and unjust consequences of indiscriminate suffering.
And the questions he raises in full voice are the same ones we ask in quiet
reflection. Why has this happened to us? Why does God seem so unfair? In the
face of such suffering, we, like Job, put the nature of God on trial.


 


Within the
discourses of Job lie the seeds from which answers may eventually spring forth.
Consider the following:


 


Job always
assumes, never doubts, the existence of God. I told you in my first book that the existence of pain and suffering
in the world has no bearing on the existence of God. Job inherently knows this.
Nowhere in his discourse do you catch a hint of doubt about the reality of God.
His railings have to do with God’s nature and nothing else. “What kind of God
are You?” is his cry.


 


Job always
assumes, never doubts, that God is the Creator. When he lashes out at God for the natural disasters
that befall him, he implies that God is the creator of the natural world. By
complaining to God that he was born, he acknowledges that God is the creator of
life. There is never an insinuation otherwise. God as Creator is never
questioned.


 


Job always
assumes, never doubts, the power of God.
Never is there the implication that God cannot act to relieve and restore. In
fact, Job’s complaints in themselves presuppose that God has the power to
prevent or alleviate his suffering. Job is sure that he suffers in full view of
an omnipotent God. This, if anything, makes the pain harder for him to bear.


 


Job always
assumes, never doubts, the omniscience of God. He states outright that God is aware of the whole
truth. He longs over and over again to argue his case before Him, believing
that the all-knowing God would agree with him and vindicate him. To accuse God
of ignorance is the furthest thought from his mind.


 


Job always
assumes, never doubts, the sovereignty of God. There is always the notion that it is God’s choice to
allow, if not to cause, Job’s suffering, and there is likewise the notion that
it’s His choice whether or not to remove it. God’s absolute sovereignty in the
universe is thus upheld by Job, who is left only to question His choices.


 


Job always
assumes, never doubts, the righteousness of God. From beginning to end, Job depicts God as moral and
righteous. The Moral Law, given by God, is even used by Job as the standard by
which his innocence is declared. For sure, he often complains that the wicked
prosper and the righteous suffer, but he always implies that God is on the side
of right and opposed to the wrong. The delay of God may be an issue with Job,
but never His honor. God’s integrity is never called into question.


 


Job often
doubts, seldom assumes, the justice and love of God. If God the Creator knows what is going on in his
life, has the power and sovereignty to do something about it, yet nothing is
done, then either He must be unfair or not care. This, in essence, is Job’s
complaint. Every time I read the first thirty-two chapters of Job, I find
myself straining and longing to hear a voice from above say, “I love you, Job!”
or “Job, I will set things right!” And that’s exactly what Job finds
himself straining to hear. In the midst of his physical and mental anguish, he
longs for God’s full embrace and just verdict. If he had only one of the two,
his suffering would be much more tolerable and his complaining almost negligible.


 


With this, the body
of the story, behind us, let us now proceed to its climax.

















Day 37 – relating and revealing (III)


 


 


Seeing God, Job
forgets all he wanted to say, all he thought he would say if he could but see Him.  –GEORGE MACDONALD


 


 


Let us now proceed
to the thirty-eighth chapter of Job. Ironically, it is from a small tornado (a
“whirlwind”) that God answers Job regarding his indiscriminate suffering. In a
series of rhetorical questions, the Creator God reveals to Job a power,
knowledge, sovereignty, and righteousness far beyond what he had ever fathomed.
Not that Job had previously put limits on any of these divine attributes. We
already noted yesterday that he had always assumed and never doubted them. The
difference here becomes one of perspective, for Job is now allowed to gaze at
these attributes from God’s vantage point:


 


Job, where were
you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Who determined its measurements?
Surely you know! On what were its bases sunk or who laid its cornerstone? Or who
shut in the sea with doors and prescribed bounds for it?1


 


Have you
commanded the morning since your days began and caused the dawn to know its
place? Have you comprehended the expanse of the earth? Declare, if you know all
this. Where is the dwelling place of light, and where is the place of
darkness? When and where did they originate? Surely you know, Job, for weren’t
you alive then?2


 


Have you entered
the storehouses of snow, or have you seen the storehouses of hail? Who has
cleft a channel for the torrents of rain and a way for the thunderbolt? Who has
brought rain on a land where no man is to make the ground put forth grass? Who
has begotten the drops of dew? From whose womb did ice come forth, and who has
given birth to the frost?3


 


Did you put the stars
in their place—Pleiades and Orion? Do you know the laws of the heavens? Can you
send forth lightnings? Can you number the clouds?4


 


Can you hunt the
prey for the lion, or satisfy the appetite of the young lions? Who provides for
the raven its prey? Do you know when the mountain goats bring forth? Is the
wild ox willing to serve you? Do you give the horse its might? Do you clothe
his neck with strength? Do you make him leap like the locust? Is it by your
wisdom that the hawk soars and spreads his wings toward the south? Is it at
your command that the eagle mounts up and makes its nest on high?5


 


Job, you have
found fault with Me and argued with Me. Now answer Me!6 


 


Finally given the
chance to present his case to God, Job finds himself at a loss for words before
Him. He declares himself “of small account" and covers his mouth in a
symbolic gesture, vowing to remain silent.7 Why? Because Job is now
aware—more than ever before—of the Creator God’s immeasurable power, knowledge,
sovereignty, and righteousness. And, in comparison, Job is equally aware of his
own impotence, ignorance, dependency, and sin. Recalling the analogy of Day 20,
the holy God has stepped into the “playhouse,” and all Job can do is crouch in
silent awe before Him.


 


Job’s refusal to
cross-examine God is followed by a divine redirect:


 


Job, gird up your
loins like a man. I will question you. Will you put Me in the wrong and condemn
Me? Have you an arm like God? Can you thunder with a voice like His?8


 


Do you not think
that I am in control of evil, despite appearances to the contrary?9


 


Who then is he
who can stand before Me? Whatever is under the whole heaven is Mine.10


 


For a second time
the voice from the whirlwind ceases, awaiting a reply. But, again, Job declines
the opportunity to rebut his Creator, offering only the following assessment of
God:


 


I know that You
can do all things!


(“God, You are
omnipotent!”)


 


I know that no
purpose of Yours can be thwarted!


(“God, You are
sovereign!”)


 


I know that Your
knowledge is greater than mine! 


(“God, You are
omniscient!”)


 


I despise myself
and repent in dust and ashes!


(“God, You are
righteous!”)11


 


And to what can we
attribute this transformation of Job from indignant to repentant sufferer? What
has happened—no small event by any means—is that God has revealed Himself and
related to Job as never before. As Job puts it: “I had heard of Thee by the
hearing of the ear, but now my eyes see Thee.”12


 


This encounter is the
big event for Job, the turning point of the whole story. As the whirlwind departs,
none of his suffering has been taken away and the reasons for it have not been
explained. Instead of the vindication he so desired, just the opposite—a
self-imposed guilty plea—has come to pass. Nothing outward has changed, but
God’s revelation to and relationship with Job is enough in and of itself to
make all the difference within. As the editors of The New Oxford Annotated
Bible explain:


 


God has not
justified Job, but he has come to him personally... Job is not vindicated but
he has obtained far more than a recognition of his innocence... The
philosophical problem (of suffering) is not solved, but it is transfigured by
the theological reality of the divine-human rapport.13


 


So should it to be
for us today, we who gaze around the universe and realize that God has revealed
Himself and related to us. Maybe not in a thunderous speech from a whirlwind,
but often through a quiet voice in the human heart. Maybe not, like Job, in the
midst of indiscriminate suffering too much to bear, but perhaps in the ups and
downs of our everyday lives. Whenever and wherever it comes, our response to
His voice should be, like that of Job, silent reverence and intense awe. In
truth, we all worship a Creator God much more powerful, knowledgeable,
sovereign, and righteous than we have ever imagined.


 


Oh, that we, finite
creations of the Infinite, would catch a glimpse of the God that Job
experienced! That encounter changed his whole life perspective and did so in
the midst of his suffering, not at its conclusion. So would our perspective
change, no matter our lot, if our view of God were so raised.

















Day 38 – raising our perception of God


 


 


Instead of answers
and explanations, God grants a revelation of himself in his pure being. Job, in the inevitable
self-centeredness that comes with misery, ...is raised above his troubles to
the self-forgetful contemplation of God’s majesty.  –FLEMING RUTLEDGE


 


 


I firmly believe
that all of our theological quandaries would vanish if we could get a glimpse
of the greatness of God. Our questions and doubts would cease when confronted
with His majesty and holiness. Like Job, we think we need answers when what we
really need is a theophany. Nothing will lessen the misery of our pain and
suffering more than the realization of the awesomeness of God.


 


As the whirlwind
departs that day, Job has learned enough about the greatness of God to quiet
the storm within. He has viewed God since his childhood as the Creator,
but never has this attribute been so appreciated. He has always thought of God
as powerful, but now he better understands the scope of His power. The
vast knowledge of God he has never doubted, but now Job is aware just
how vast it must be. Divine sovereignty has never been an issue with
Job, who finds himself worshiping a God more sovereign than he expected. That
God is righteous Job has always assumed to be true, but now—repenting in
“dust and ashes” before Him—he is doubly conscious of the absolute moral
purity of God. All these attributes of God, the ones we gleaned from the Argument
from Design and the Argument from Fairness, are raised to new
heights in Job’s mind.


 


As for the Argument
from Supernatural Belief, Job surely knew before the whirlwind of God’s
relationship with human beings. Like all Hebrew children, the story of the
Exodus, replete with references to God revealing and relating to Moses
and the Israelites, was “written on his forehead” years before. But never had
he experienced this firsthand. Now, post-whirlwind, Job perceives this
revelation and relationship in a whole new light. He sees them as gifts from
God, examples of His grace, and holds them in his heart as reminders
that this transcendent God has chosen to deal personally and immanently
with him.


 


Even the love
and justice of God, while not verified in full, are elevated in Job’s
mind. The picture from the whirlwind of a God who cares for His creation, from
the lowliest of creatures to the highest of them, is easy for Job to grasp. The
portrait of a God who is concerned about one lonely sufferer is as plain as
day. And, in God’s final address to Job, a snapshot of the Defender of good and
the Conqueror of evil cannot go unnoticed. Here God asserts His ultimate
control over the forces of evil, giving the implication that fairness is a part
of His nature and the hope that justice will someday come. When tomorrow we
proceed to the Argument from Human Characteristics, this divine love and
justice will be examined in fuller light. But even now I think you can begin to
see them, albeit dimly, in God’s response from the center of that storm to His
servant Job, himself encompassed by the storms of life.


 


What, then, is the
summation of God’s speech to Job? Throughout the centuries many people have
tried to come to grips with the problem of pain in the world. They have tried
to mesh the reality of suffering with the reality of God. All too often the
explanations given have tended to limit at least one of God’s attributes. Some,
like Rabbi Kushner, have said that God lacks the power to prevent
suffering.1 Others have claimed that He does not love us
enough to remove it.2 A few have placed limits on His righteousness
and justice, asserting that God is not concerned enough about
right/wrong and justice/injustice to deal with them.3 Still others
have tended to diminish His sovereignty, at least in the present, saying
in essence that God is not now in control.4 And then there are those
who would seek to excuse God by limiting His knowledge, claiming He
could not possibly have known when He made us that we would choose to forsake
Him.5


 


All of these
explanations, however, leave me unfulfilled. The one that does not is the view
of God that I find in the book of Job. Here I see a God greater, not lesser,
than previously thought. Not one of His attributes is limited; rather, all are
expanded. At the close of the book the Creator God seems more powerful,
knowledgeable, sovereign, righteous, loving, and just than at the start. God
has not changed, of course, but Job’s perception of Him certainly has. And this
elevation of God in Job’s mind to unprecedented heights is what transforms his
attitude from bitterness to reverence. So should we, in the midst of sufferings
great and small, strive to raise our perception of God. 


 


But how, you may
ask, is this to be accomplished? Most likely we will never witness anything
like Job did. We will never hear an audible voice from above that will elevate
God in our minds and lower us to our knees. Still, I think, we are not without
means to that end. If any of you are plagued or perplexed by suffering and find
God cold and distant, my advice to you is to commit to do one or more of the
following:


 


Read about the
sufferings of others whose faith, like that of Job, has risen in the face of
adversity.


 


Better yet,
interview individuals in your own community or family who have weathered
disproportionate pain and grief (almost all of us know one or two such people)
and listen to their stories of enduring faith.


 


Get away one day
from the mechanistic city, journey into the wilds of nature, and there
contemplate at length the “how” and “why” of the universe around you.


 


Or, while driving to
work or play one morning, try to imagine the vast distance between the
greatness of God and you (even at your greatest). This and the first three
simple exercises will serve to elevate God to new heights and to put suffering
in a different light.


 


Lastly, and not the
least important, try spending some time on your knees in prayer, for He is the
same God to you now as He was to Job, ready to reveal and to relate. Ask Him to
speak directly to you (whether loudly from a whirlwind or softly within your
heart, it matters not). Pray for two things: awareness of His Infinity and
recognition of your finitude. Of the two, the first is by far the more
important. In fact, once it is granted, the other will naturally follow. You
will find yourself crouched before this great God in silent reverence and awe,
fully cognizant of your limitations and shortcomings. You will, indeed,
experience the holiness of God, and—just ask Moses, Isaiah, and Job6—your
life will never be the same.
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Day 39 – the Source of our positive traits


 


 


Now since an
effect can’t be greater than its cause, doesn’t the fact that humans (the
effect) are personal mean that the cause (the force) must also be personal?  –GREGORY
A. BOYD


 


 


Suppose I bring to
your house a large box and tell you to open it. When you do, you discover an
assortment of letters from the English alphabet. I then ask you to use these
letters to spell the following words: LOVE, JUSTICE, MORALITY, and
PURPOSE. At first you think this will be an easy task, but you soon find
yourself frustrated and angry. What you discover within the box are multiples
of the following eleven letters: B,D,F,G,H,K,N,Q,W,X,Z. None of
the other fifteen letters are included, and this makes your task
impossible, for these are the fifteen letters needed to spell the assigned
words. I have presented you a box in which there is no possibility of love,
justice, morality, or purpose.


 


Atheists view the
universe in the same way. When they take their atheistic philosophy to its
logical conclusion, they find themselves looking at a world in which there is
no possibility of love, justice, morality, or purpose. If you doubt this is true,
read the works of Freud and Sartre, perhaps the two most quoted atheists. You
will discover that neither believed in the existence of true love, real
justice, objective morality, or absolute purpose.1 They knew all too
well that a chance universe, one with no God behind it, could not possibly
possess these traits. And they knew that human beings, as parts of this random
universe, could not possess them either.


 


A quick look at
human history, however, gives us an altogether different picture. Everywhere we
see people who seem to possess love. Likewise, it is not hard to find men and
women who preach and practice justice and morality. And so vital is purpose to
the human psyche that the absence of it in a person’s life is included among
the symptoms of the disease called depression. Atheists, attempting to explain
all this away, have come up with some naturalistic explanations for these
positive human traits.2 But, in the end, they have failed to explain
how a negative universe devoid of love, justice, morality, and purpose can
write these words on the human heart.


 


Taking our
illustration further may help you see what I mean. Suppose that I return
to your house the next day and discover the following individual letters
pinned to your bedroom bulletin board: LOVE, JUSTICE, MORALITY,
PURPOSE. When I ask you where the letters came from, you point to
the box I gave you the day before. Hearing this, I say that you are either a
liar or a fool. “How could these words come from that box?” I ask you. “The
letters for love, justice, morality, and purpose were not
included in it. If these words now appear on the bulletin board, they must have
originated from somewhere other than that box. Any other assertion is
ludicrous.”


 


This, in a nutshell,
is the Argument from Human Characteristics (5 Reasons,
Days 46-51). It claims that the positive traits we possess—like love, justice,
morality, and purpose—could not have come to us from nature, for the simple
reason that nature lacks the ingredients for them. To use our analogy, nature
does not contain the letters to write these words on our hearts. And if nature
cannot be that source, then something other than nature must be. There must
exist a supernatural Reality—a God—with the characteristics of love, justice,
morality, and purpose, and He must be the Source of these same characteristics
in us.


 


Using a previous
analogy,3 apples come from apples trees; oranges fall from orange
trees. The “fruits” of love, justice, morality, and purpose must come from a
“tree” that is loving, just, moral, and purposeful. And nature is not this kind
of “tree.” (If you need confirmation, I again refer you to Freud and Sartre.)
Something beyond nature must be the source of these human traits. Love,
justice, morality, and purpose must be as much a part
of God’s character, even more so, than they are a part of ours.

















Day 40 – what
about our dark side?


 


 


Darkness…is the
absence of light. Likewise, sickness is the absence of health, and death is
the absence of life which belongs to a being. All of these are
real lacks. Similarly, evil is just as real, although it has no more being of
its own than does darkness or sickness.  –NORMAN GEISLER


 


 


One day a spirit
appeared to a man and gave to him an odd assignment. “Look high and low, deep
and wide, near and far and find me a rock that is evil. Then bring that evil
rock to me.” The man arose and did as instructed. He searched high and low for
an evil rock but could find none. He looked deep and wide but came up empty. He
traveled near and far, but all in vain. When the spirit returned and asked to
see the rock, the man pleaded his case. “What you asked me to do is impossible!
I looked high and low for an evil rock and found none. I plunged the depths and
ascended the heights, and not one was to be found. I even searched faraway
lands, but to no avail. I am convinced there is no such thing in the world as
an evil rock.” The spirit replied, “You have spoken the truth, my friend. What
I asked of you is, indeed, impossible. But I will make it possible. Go search
again. This time I am sure that you will find an evil rock.” “And how do you
plan to accomplish this?” the man asked. “I will grant the rocks goodness,” the
spirit answered. “Then I am sure you will bring to me evil rocks aplenty.”


 


The moral of this
story, of course, is that evil cannot exist unless goodness exists, something
the philosophers have asserted for years. They have told us that evil has no
independent existence; it is merely the absence of goodness. If there were no
such thing as goodness in the universe, evil would not be possible. As C. S.
Lewis puts it:  “Goodness is, so to speak, itself: badness is only spoiled
goodness.”1 He rightly describes evil as “a parasite.”2
In the words of Longfellow, it is “good perverted.”3 Steve Kumar
explains it this way: “Evil is meaningful only with the good; it is contingent
and dependent, an absence of good; not a positive quality but a negative. Evil
is not a being but a parasite of being.”4 


 


This is not meant to
imply that evil is not real. Any talk of evil as a nonentity, an illusion, is
nonsensical. All that is suggested is that its reality is predicated on the
existence of goodness. Using a geometric metaphor, evil is the corollary,
goodness the theorem. All of the negative traits of man are like this. They exist
only as derivatives of their positive counterparts. There would be no such
thing as hate in the world if love did not exist, no injustice without the
existence of justice, no impatience without something called patience. In the
same way, you could not be irresponsible unless there was responsibility, nor
could you be labeled irrational unless rationality existed. The plain truth is
that all of our positive traits are primary and self-existent. All of our
negative traits are secondary and coexistent.


 


Thus the positive
traits of humans are stand-alone entities, and as such their existence must
have a source. That source, according to the law of cause and effect, must
also possess these traits. Our goodness, love, fairness, patience, reason, and
sense of purpose must come from something that is good, loving, fair and just,
patient, rational, and purposeful. We have already noted that nature cannot be
that “something,” for it lacks these traits. The source of our positive
characteristics must be God Himself. The picture that is emerging is of a God
who is not a “blind Force” but a dynamic Being. As Greg Boyd wrote to his
skeptical father, “the ‘it’ is starting to look a whole lot like a person.”5


 


As for our negative
traits, their existence is not to be denied. We all know how real they are. But
we must stop all this talk about God being responsible for them. Quite the
opposite is true. They are in the world only because you and I have strayed
from the Source of all that is good. When we flee Him, we run straight into the
arms of what He is not. And that is what we call evil—contingent, dependent,
parasitic, yet so terrifying and destructive. The remedy, it would stand to
reason, is to return to that Source. In the fullness of His presence, all evil
would fade as quickly as darkness at the light of day.

















Day 41 – omnipresent


 


 


Where can I go
from Your Spirit? Or where can I flee from Your presence?  –the
PSALMIST


 


 


I told you a few
days ago that Mary Catherine and Allison, my daughters, attended college away from
home. I also related how much I missed seeing them around the house during
those years. But in many ways I was never apart from them. Every campus course
and event they participated in was at my expense. Each hour, therefore, they
lived and breathed in the shadow of my influence. Before they left home, I
tried to instill in them some good habits. So when they acted in love, spoke
honestly, worked diligently, or smiled frequently, they were giving further
testimony to my continued presence with them. Of course, there were two other
ways I could be with them. I could call them on their cell phones or travel to
see them in person.


 


In a grander, more
glorious way, God is always with us. He, too, has given us ever-present
benefits. The universe around us and the breath inside us are God’s gifts to
us. Every moment of our lives, therefore, we live and move within the shadow of
His influence. Furthermore, the Argument from Human Characteristics makes
it clear that God has instilled within us a little of His own love, a portion
of His own goodness, and a sense of His own morality. He has placed a fraction
of His divine nature within us, and it is a futile exercise to try to escape it
completely. In this sense, too, He is forever with us. But there is even more!
As a Christian, I believe that God has taken the initiative and has come to
visit me in person. And I also believe, through Jesus’ death on the cross and
resurrection from the grave, that his Spirit lives within me. When he said, “I
am always with you,” I believe he meant it. He is ever-present in my heart.
1


 


Whether or not you
believe that Jesus is God’s supreme revelation, you still can proclaim the omnipresence
of God. He speaks to you every day in the universe around you. He shouts to
you each hour through His Moral Law. He impacts you every minute by way of the
positive characteristics He has put in you. And every second you take a breath,
He touches you with His life-giving power.


 


There are those who
have raised the question, “Is Anybody there?” My reply to them is this: “Yes,
much closer than you realize.” Oh, that we may have “eyes to see and ears to
hear” the ever-present Spirit and voice of God!2

















Day 42 – loving


 


 


I had not realized
that if God loves this world, God suffers; I had thoughtlessly supposed that
God loved without suffering. I knew that divine love was the key. But I had not realized that the love that is the key is
suffering love.  –NICHOLAS WOLTERSTORFF


 


 


We now come to a
characteristic of God that everyone either believes or hopes He possesses.
Faith in a God of love is, indeed, our greatest comfort. If true, it is the
warmest reassurance to the human soul. If not, we are virtually without hope.
Yet even among those who believe, God’s love is also the source of the deepest
of questions. If God is love, why do we hurt? If He loves us forever, why
doesn’t He act like it now? If He is the source of all love, why do we so often
sense His elusiveness instead of His embrace?


 


The first item on my
agenda today is to join a host of others in proclaiming my belief in a loving
God. The New Testament epistle of First John asserts that “God is love.”1
The near-unanimous testimony of believers throughout history is the same. And
the Argument from Human Characteristics provides objective
confirmation. We know full well that human love must have a loving God as its
Source, for the simple reason that any effect must arise from a cause
consistent with it. Nature, so impersonal and devoid of love, cannot be that
source. God is love’s fountainhead, the well from which all love comes. And His
love, just like His power and knowledge, must be boundless, exceeding the
cumulative love of humans since the beginning of time. Nowhere is this better
expressed than in this stanza of an old gospel song:


 


Could
we with ink the ocean fill 


And
were the skies of parchment made,


Were
every stalk on earth a quill


And
every man a scribe by trade –


To
write the love of God above


Would
drain the oceans dry,


Nor
could the scroll contain the whole,


Though
stretched from side to side.2


 


My second agenda
item is to interject a dimension of God’s love that is often overlooked: the
suffering side of His love. If you think about it a while, you will come to
realize that love and suffering are mutually inclusive. You can’t have one without
the other. To love is to suffer; to suffer is to love. “Death, psychological
distress, pain, and injustice,” says Bruce Vaughn, “provide the occasion for
suffering, but not the cause. For none of these would cause us suffering were
it not for the fact that we love. If we did not love, both ourselves and
others, we would not suffer.”3 He goes on to quote Miguel de
Unamuno: “Love and suffering mutually engender one another.”4


 


If you have trouble
grasping this concept, then consider the love of a mother toward her child.
Even before the baby’s birth, maternal love springs forth within her. On the
one hand, this love imparts to her a sense of great satisfaction. On the other
hand, it demands of her a life of gritty sacrifice. It is a yearning love that
longs and strives for the child’s good. When that good does not materialize
(for instance, when the child becomes ill or rebellious), the mother suffers
pain and hurt. To avoid that suffering would be to abandon love itself.


 


God’s love, the
wellspring of that mother’s love, is just the same but to an even greater
extent. He loves us infinitely, so He must infinitely desire what is best for
us. And when, because of sin and suffering, that best does not materialize, He
must infinitely experience the painful, suffering side of love that hurts along
with the beloved.


 


The prophet Hosea,
likewise using the analogy of parental affection, expresses how God suffers in
love:


 


When Israel was a
child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. The more
I called Israel, the more they went from me... Yet it
was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my arms; but they
did not know that I healed them. I led them with cords of compassion, with the
bands of love, and I became to them as one who eases the yoke on their
jaws, and I bent down to them and fed them… My people are
bent on turning away from me... How can I give you up, Ephraim! How can
I hand you over, Israel!... My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows warm
and tender.5


 


Here we see the
classic Old Testament portrait of a God of love grieved by our sin. He suffers
with us. In the New Testament we find a picture even more poignant. There God
in Jesus Christ groans under the weight of our sin. He suffers for us.


 


Let me bookend
today’s reading with another quote from Yale professor Nicholas Wolterstorff.
His son’s tragic death at the age of twenty-five led him to write a book
entitled Lament for a Son. Referring to the aftermath of this horrible
experience, he writes:


 


My son is gone.
The ache of loss sinks down and down, deep beyond telling. How deep do souls
go? ...I never knew sorrow could be like this... It’s hard to keep one's
footing... I cannot fit these pieces together. I am at a loss. My wound is
an unanswered question…


 


Who is this God
looming over me? Majesty? I see no majesty. Grace? Can this be grace? I see
nothing at all; dark clouds hide the face of God. Slowly the
clouds lift. What I saw then was tears, a weeping God, suffering
over my suffering...


 


I do not know
what to make of this; it is to me a mystery. But I find I can live with that...
Life eternal doesn’t depend on getting all the questions answered; God is often as
much behind the questions as behind the answers...


 


[T]he cry of
those who suffer injustice is the cry of God... And sometimes when the cry is
intense, there emerges a radiance which seldom appears: a glow of courage, of
love, of insight, of selflessness, of faith. In that
radiance we see best what humanity was meant to be. So I shall
struggle to live the reality of Christ’s rising and death’s dying.
In my living, my son’s dying will not be the last word.6


 


Please do not
mistake me. I am not presenting to you today a teary-eyed, overly sentimental
God who would cry at the cinema nor a divine worry-wart akin to some doting
grandparent. Nor am I trying to humanize God, giving you the picture of a
weaker, less powerful Being whose hands are tied to the point that all He can
do is weep. Such a portrait is the furthest thing from my mind. An emotionless,
non-suffering God would be preferable. Here again, my objective is to raise
your view of God. You and I are loving beings. We may not always experience or
practice it, but we know what it means to truly love. We know that therein is
abundant privilege and joy admixed with the deepest sacrifice and suffering. We
understand that true love longs for the best in the beloved and selflessly
works toward that end. It rejoices when that end is achieved and grieves, in
the fullest sense of the word, when it is not. We are aware that true love, in
the words of the apostle Paul, “bears all things, believes all things, hopes
all things, endures all things.” Or, as he sums it up, “Love never fails.”7
And if that is what we know about human love, then we know just as surely that
its source—the infinite love of God—must be vastly greater in every dimension.
The joy of God as He loves must be beyond measure; likewise, His sorrow.


 


That is the portrait
of God I am painting on the canvas of your soul today—a God more powerful,
knowledgeable, sovereign, righteous, and loving than you could ever
imagine. To those of you today who do not believe in a God of such love, I
offer to you my deepest sympathy and prayer. To those of you who do believe but
for some reason do not sense His love, I declare to you the grandest
consolation. Even now you are in God’s embrace. How strong and secure are those
arms! Yet how softly the suffering Father holds you!


 


To all of us, as a
prelude to the next two days, I offer a reminder that the final chapter in our
existence has not been written. God is not yet through with us. He still in
divine love is working to accomplish for us what is best. He is determined that
His purpose for us will not be thwarted. He vows, in the midst of His own
suffering, that our suffering will not be the last word.

















Day 43 – fair and just


 


 


I began to see
God’s fire, like a good parent’s righteous anger, as something that
can flare up, challenge, and even change us, but that does not destroy the essence
of who we are. The thought of all my weeds burning off so that
only the wheat remains came to seem a good thing.  –KATHLEEN
NORRIS


 


 


Several years ago I
went through a stage in my life where I tended to de-emphasize the afterlife. I
had little desire to discuss the joy of heaven or listen to a sermon about the
agony of hell. I quickly passed by any title on the bookstore shelf that dealt
with the life beyond. I had almost no interest in the matter, pretty much an
aversion to it. The reason was not a lack of belief in life after death. I held
to it then, as now. Why I cringed when I heard heaven and hell in sermon and
song was my impression that overzealous evangelicals had overplayed the
concept. I believed that any decision to follow Christ should arise from a
heartfelt response to his death on the cross, not a knee-jerk reaction to
eternal damnation or delight. I felt that people should run into the arms of
the Savior because of His grace. What I observed instead were many who were
running to Him merely to escape eternal flames. I considered this a superficial
reason for following Christ, and I was sure that the end result would be
superficial Christians.


 


What troubled me all
the more was the way some evangelists and preachers would use the afterlife as
a “trump card” to ensure a public response to their message. The rationale
behind many invitation appeals seemed to be: “If the love of Christ doesn’t
bring them down the aisle, then dangle heaven and hell before them. That should
do it!” To say the least, I resented this. My favorite hymn-poem became Frances
Xavier’s “My Eternal King,” largely because its first two lines urged me to
love God “not because I hope for heav’n thereby, nor yet for fear that loving
not I might forever die.”1 To me, life after death was a wonderful
benefit of salvation but certainly not the essence of it.


 


One aspect of the
afterlife that I found especially unappealing was the Judgment. For those of
you unfamiliar with this, it refers to a reckoning that each individual must
face before God after death. It is most commonly pictured as a rewind and
review of one’s life before the Almighty Judge, who at that time will “separate
the wheat from the chaff” and give to each what he or she deserves. The end
result will be justice, final and ultimate. The reason I had such disdain for
this concept was the same reason that the afterlife in general was repulsive. I
felt that it was over-emphasized and, worse yet, misused to the point that
superficial decisions resulted. Fear of God became the motivating factor
instead of love of Christ. Escaping hell and entering heaven became the primary
goal of becoming a Christian. “Taking up your cross” in sacrificial service
(i.e. following Christ) was reduced to secondary status


 


Over the years, my
reluctance to discuss the afterlife has abated a great deal. I still to this
day wince when I hear heaven, hell, and the Judgment overused and misused. But
I have come to realize that the proper response to such misuse is not to ignore
or disown the afterlife but rather to give it its proper place. And that is
what I have tried to do. Today, I have a firm belief and an abiding hope that
this life is not the end. I consider this to be a wonderful source of comfort
to all of us who try to cope with the downside of life. I believe that such
encouragement should be voiced often from the pulpit to parishioners straining
to hear a word of good news. But when it becomes the topic week after week, to
the exclusion of other topics more fundamental to the faith, I reserve the
right to expose the imbalance and attempt to correct it.


 


Along with my
willingness to re-embrace life after death has come a renewed interest in the
justice of God. That God possesses this trait should not be a point of much
contention. Divine justice, implied rather strongly in the Argument from
Fairness, is nailed secure by the Argument from Human Characteristics.
You and I, like all humans, are born with a tendency to categorize things
as fair and unfair, just and unjust. Common sense dictates that this sense of
fairness and justice must arise from a source that is fair and just. And since
nature, by everyone’s standards, is unfair and unjust, it cannot be that
source. That source, again, must be supernatural. Justice must come from God.


 


This, of course,
leads us straight to a real and present problem. How do we mesh the justice of
God with our unjust world? As we noted on Day 38, many have attempted to do so
by making concessions regarding other divine attributes. But that is not the
route I have chosen to take. The way out of this apparent contradiction, it
seems to me, is not to limit God’s power (so that He appears unable to
act) nor to limit His knowledge (so that He is too unaware to act) nor to limit
His love (so that He seems unwilling to act). Already in this book we have
dismissed these solutions as unsatisfactory, choosing instead to elevate God’s
omnipotence, omniscience, and love to heights yet unfathomed. I believe the
only way out of the “just God in an unjust world” dilemma is to also raise
God’s justice to new heights, so that He—in infinite power, knowledge, and
love—will so act. Then we must appeal to His sovereignty (remember, we
also raised our perception of this) concerning when, where, and how He will
balance the scales.


 


In the interim, we
must not flounder in distrust, dismay, or fear. We must patiently wait and work
in faith, hope, and love. We must never lose sight of God as the One who is big
enough, smart enough, caring enough, and fair enough to right every wrong. And
we must never forget that He is sovereign enough to know when it’s best to
bring it all to pass. If that means waiting until after we die, so be it. In
this context, I dare say, we cannot emphasize the afterlife enough.


 


When I think of the
justice of God, two mental images come to mind. One is of President George W.
Bush standing at the top of the heap that was once the World Trade Center with
his arm around a veteran firefighter, vowing that justice will be served. With
this mental image, I capture a sense of the determination and resolve of a just
and powerful God and feel His loving arm around me as He passionately promises
to act. Another image is Jesus’ description of a father who patiently waits on
the front porch day after day hoping his prodigal son will return home. So
poignant is this picture and so crucial to the story that some scholars have
renamed it “The Parable of the Waiting Father.”2 Here, in these
verses isolated to Luke’s gospel,3 I am reminded that delay of
justice is not always a bad thing. To wait for the son is the most
compassionate and gut-wrenching choice the father has. Much easier would it be
to “pronounce sentence” upon the son, excommunicate him from the family, and
proceed to live as if he were dead. Considering what the younger son has done,
this easier route would certainly be fair and just. By taking the harder route,
that of patient love, the father’s justice is delayed, but the end result is a
relationship restored. In the same way, a patient and loving God may be
delaying His justice so that we might come to our senses and travel the dusty
path of repentance. So willing is He to restore our relationship that we,
merely halfway down the road home, may likewise find ourselves wrapped in His
ever-forgiving, ever-reaching embrace.


 


Along these same
lines, let me ask those of you who complain to God that He has not yet acted to
consider what you are praying for. As C. S. Lewis explains:


 


Why is He not
landing in force, invading it? Is it that He is not strong enough? Well,
Christians think that He is going to land in force; we do not know when. But we
can guess why He is delaying. He wants to give us the chance of
joining His side freely. I do not suppose you and I
would have thought much of a Frenchman who waited till the Allies
were marching into Germany and then announced he was on their side. God will
invade. But I wonder whether people who ask God to
interfere openly and directly in our world quite realise what it will be like
when He does. When that happens, it is the end of the world.
When the author walks on to the stage the play is over. God is going
to invade, all right: but what is the good of saying you are on His side then,
when you see the whole natural universe melting away
like a dream and something else—something it never entered your
head to conceive—comes crashing in; something so beautiful to some
of us and so terrible to others that none of us will have any choice
left? For this time it will be God without disguise; something so
overwhelming that it will strike either irresistible love or irresistible horror
into every creature. It will be too late then to choose your side. There is no
use saying you choose to lie down when it has become impossible
to stand up. That will not be the time for choosing: it will the time
when we discover which side we really have chosen, whether we realised it
before or not. Now, today, this moment, is our chance to
choose the right side. God is holding back to give us that chance. It will
not last forever. We must take it or leave it.4


 


To those of you who
complain about God’s delay of justice, I ask you to take five minutes to
reflect on the repercussions to you had prayers like yours been answered by Him
ten, twenty, fifty, or one hundred years ago. Where would you be now? Would you
be at all? Perhaps His delay was and is to your advantage. And to those of you
who so casually put off God’s inevitable justice, I ask you to consider what
defense you would make if He chose tomorrow to bring it to pass. What would you
say then? Would you have anything to say? It would likewise be best for you if
He waited at least a day longer.


 


I have the strongest
temptation right now to throw in heaven and hell to convince you
procrastinators, but I must stop before I become guilty of the same
overemphasis and misuse I cited above. In closing, however, let me offer the
following concession and warning: better to come to God for any reason, even a
superficial one, than never to come at all.

















Day 44 – purposeful


 


 


I trust the Owner of this great mill
of a world that
is grinding out his purposes.  –LESLIE D. WEATHERHEAD


 


 


Let’s take a peek at
an average day of an average middle-aged man. Having set his clock the night
before, he arises promptly at six in the morning, puts on his jogging clothes,
and runs three miles. His goal is to finish in thirty minutes, but he feels so
fresh that he accomplishes the task in two minutes less. Returning home, he
showers, dresses for work, and pours a cup of coffee. He begins to read at the
breakfast table the morning newspaper, keeping abreast of the world around him.
Before leaving the house, he gently awakens his wife and kisses her on the
cheek. He ponders on his drive to work the schedule of activities before him
and begins to prioritize them. Fortunately, his day goes exactly as planned and
much is accomplished in his nine hours there. Only a few items remain
unfinished, and he makes a note in his day-planner to address them tomorrow. On
the way home he goes by the bank to deposit his wages and by the supermarket to
pick up a few groceries for supper. That night several neighbors come to his
house for a cookout, and two hours of good food and fellowship ensue. After the
guests leave and the kitchen is cleaned, he sits in front of the television and
chats with his wife and children. Together they make plans for the immediate
and distant future, and he records some of these on the family message board.
He ends his day in bed reading a chapter of a popular novel until sleep
overtakes him. There he slumbers, until the six o’clock alarm heralds for him
the beginning of another purposeful day.


 


It is commonly said
that humans are creatures of habit. But I believe, more than anything else,
that you and I can be described as creatures of purpose. Our entire lives can
be viewed as a continual “grinding out” of some purpose, be it great or small.
We incessantly set goals and work to achieve them. We make plans, short-term
and long-range, and prioritize our activities around them.


 


The Argument from
Human Characteristics declares that God as well must be purposeful. It
informs us that the atheist’s universe—random, meaningless, impersonal,
purposeless—cannot grant us purpose. It tells us that God is the Source from
which our purposeful nature comes.


 


I am a firm believer
that God has a purpose and a plan for you, one that encompasses both the
immediate and the far-removed. I believe His purpose is relevant in the
monumental and mundane of your life, and I pray that you may know His purpose
and live accordingly. I understand how often His purpose seems to you hidden or
hindered, and I empathize with those of you who lift an angry fist or a tearful
eye toward this purposeful God. To you, I offer my firm conviction that God’s
purpose will be accomplished, no matter any appearance to the contrary. I want
to assure you, in the midst of whatever is going on in your life, that God is
too great for His plans to fail. You can bet the whole purpose of your life on
it.

















Day 45 – three analogies


 


 


Let’s say there
was a little house inhabited by American allies on
Normandy beach when D-day broke out. In fact, let’s suppose that the
family in this unfortunate beach cottage consisted of the son,
daughter-in-law, and grandchildren of the head captain of the
invading American fleet…  –GREGORY A.
BOYD


 


When they are
making a Persian rug, they put it up vertically on a frame, and little boys, sitting at different levels, work from the
wrong side of it…  –LESLIE D. WEATHERHEAD


 


The picture in my
mind is that of children playing beside a tiny stream that runs down a mountainside to join a
river in the valley below.  –LESLIE D. WEATHERHEAD


 


 


Another common way
to describe the purpose of God is to say, “It is God’s will.” Purpose and will,
though not synonyms, are linked inseparably. You cannot have a purpose and
carry it out without exposing your will. Nor can you express your will without
somewhat revealing your purpose. And God’s will is no different. In and through
it, His purpose is exposed. Simply stated, it is God’s will that His purpose be
achieved.


 


Upon mentioning the
will of God, however, a flood of accusations, questions, and misunderstandings
immediately surface. How could this or that illness be God’s will? How could it
ever align with His purpose? Is it His will for the innocent to suffer and the
evil to prosper? If not, why doesn’t He act now to establish His will? And if
God has a plan for you and me, why does His will for our lives seem so hidden?
Why doesn’t He just write it in the sky in bold letters so that no doubt would
remain? If He has a purpose for us, why do we so often fail to sense His direction?


 


To address these
questions, let me refer you to three analogies that have been useful to me.
Like all analogies, each attempts to relate in everyday terms a transcendent
truth, and each falls somewhat short of its goal. But each, as is true of all good
analogies, brings us closer to the truth that we seek. It is with this hope
that these three are offered to you today, along with the prayer that they will
encourage, enlighten, and inspire you as much as they have me.


 


The first is from
Gregory A. Boyd, professor of theology at Bethel College in St. Paul,
Minnesota. He has a M.Div. from Yale Divinity School and a Ph.D. from Princeton
Theological Seminary. What’s more, he is an ordained minister and the preaching
pastor at Woodland Hills Church in St. Paul. An author of several books, he
relates in one of them the following analogy about God’s will and purpose:


 


Let’s say there
was a little house inhabited by American allies on Normandy beach when D-day broke out. In fact,
let’s suppose that the family in this unfortunate beach cottage consisted of
the son, daughter-in-law, and grandchildren of the head captain of the invading
American fleet. There they were, caught in the crossfire of this terrible
battle. Let’s say they had a radio line with this captain and could radio their
requests to him during the battle. They told him they were being hit with
enemy fire and with American fire. They told him they were wounded and
needed supplies, hungry and needed food, etc.


 


Now the captain
cares a great deal about his son and family and would like to answer every one
of their requests. But, at the same time, there is a larger battle to
fight, thousands of other lives to consider, and the outcome of this important
battle which must be of preeminent
importance. So sometimes the captain can meet the son’s requests. But
other times, given the strategic warfare of the enemy, he cannot. And perhaps
sometimes their requests are not even to their own advantage given the course
the battle is taking.


 


But the
unfortunate family in the beach cottage doesn’t have this broader perspective.
They only know that the captain is on their side, that their requests are heard
and are taken into account, and that
sometimes their requests are granted and sometimes not. But they,
lacking his strategic perspective, have no idea why this is the case. They
don’t have a purview of the whole battle. Their perspective is limited to the
tiny windows in the cottage.


 


This is, I think,
analogous to our relationship with God... There are undoubtedly billions of
variables that go into God’s moment by moment interaction with the world. There
is His overall plan for humankind and for the cosmos. There is the necessary
degree of freedom of each individual, human and angelic, with which to contend.
There is the sheer number of opposing forces and allied forces available to
consider. And so on. And we know less than nothing about any of this! Our
perspective is extremely myopic. We know infinitely less about the cosmic
warfare we are involved in than that family in the cottage knew about the
battle they were caught in.


 


In truth, we can
only know this one thing: our Captain is in love with us, He wants the best for
us, He’s on our side, He hears and is influenced by our petitions, and when
it’s possible to promote the good and avoid pain, He does it. But in warfare
this is simply not always possible—even for God—so long as He sticks to His
highest agenda which is love and therefore freedom...


 


“We now see
through a very dark glass,” the Bible says. But, I believe, we can see enough
to know that our requests are taken into account and to continue believing in
the goodness and wisdom of the Captain we're talking to.1


 


The second analogy
comes from the pen of Leslie D. Weatherhead, a great British preacher of the mid-1900s.
He served for years, beginning in 1936, as minister of City Temple in London
and became a pioneer in the field of pastoral psychology. In his
thought-provoking book Why Do Men Suffer?, he offers this to help us
understand the difference in our perspective and God’s perspective:


 


 When they are
making a Persian rug, they put it up vertically on a frame, and little boys,
sitting at various levels, work on the wrong side of it. The artist stands on
the right side of the rug, the side on which people will tread, and shouts his
instructions to the boys on the other side. Sometimes a boy will make a mistake
in the rug... What happens when the boy makes a mistake?... Quite often the
artist does not make the little boy take out the wrong color. If he is a great
enough artist, he weaves the mistake into the pattern.


 


Is there not here
a parable of life? You and I are working on the wrong side of the rug. We
cannot watch the pattern developing. I know I put in the wrong color very
often. I put in black when God meant red, and yellow when he meant white; and
the other workers with whom I make my rug make mistakes too. Sometimes I am
tempted to say, “Is there Anybody on the other side of the rug; am I just left
to make a mess of my life alone? Is there Anybody there?” Then I realize that
instead of making me undo it all or letting my life’s purpose be ruined, God
puts more in. I wonder if sometimes he alters the pattern? It isn’t what it
might have been; but because he is such a great Artist I haven’t quite spoiled
everything. So, at the end, when he calls me down off my plank and takes me
round to the other side, I shall see that just because he is such a great
Artist, no mistakes of mine can utterly spoil the pattern; nothing can divert
his purpose ultimately, or finally spoil his plan. If only I will work with
him, “simply trusting every day,” I think one day I shall find my mistakes and
my calamities and my distress and my failures and all my pain woven into the
pattern, and I shall say, “It is the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our
eyes.”2


 


Today’s third
analogy is also from Weatherhead. During a series of sermons to his
congregation on the will of God, he offered to them and to us an
easy-to-remember portrait of God’s unrelenting will and purpose:


 


The picture in my
mind is that of children playing beside a tiny stream that runs down a
mountainside to join a river in the valley below. Very little children can
divert the stream and get fun out of damming it up with stones and earth. But
not one of them ever succeeds in preventing the water from reaching the river
at last.


 


In regard to God
we are very little children. Though we may divert and hinder his purposes, I
don’t believe we ever finally defeat them; and, though the illustration doesn’t
carry us so far, frequently our mistakes and sins are used to make another
channel to carry the water of God’s plans to the river of his purpose


 


What is meant by
the omnipotence of God is that he will reach his ultimate goal, that nothing of
value will be lost in the process, however man may divert and dam up the stream
of purpose nearest him, and that God—if he cannot use men as his agents—will,
though with great pain to himself and to themselves, use them as his
instruments. “I know that thou canst do all things, and that no purpose of
thine can be restrained.”3


 


Taken together,
these three analogies drive home to me in unmistakable fashion the following
truths: (1) that God loves me and has a purpose for me; (2) that I, in my
present circumstance, cannot completely understand the unfolding of His
purpose; (3) that God is able to weave the circumstances of my life, whatever
they may be, into His purpose; (4) that His purpose cannot be thwarted, no
matter who or what may try to hinder it; and (5) that one day, on the other
side, everything I’m going through will make sense and will fit perfectly.


 


Somehow this has
been just enough to calm my fears and dry my tears. It has been just enough, in
the midst of my questions and pain, to bring into focus God’s purpose and to energize
my service for Him. Such a life of service, I am confident, is the will of God
for me.

















Day 46 – a called meeting


 


 


Dearest Taylor... I’m
sitting here at your computer, tapping out the staggered rhythms of my heart on
keys that once felt the touch of your fingers... Over seven months have
passed since you died, yet every day I wake up and
feel it incredible that you are not here... I do
miss you terribly.  –BRUCE VAUGHN


 


 


(Although this is an imaginary gathering,
the 


individuals and their life stories are
real.)


 


The invitations were
sent weeks ago, and now the guests are arriving. One by one they enter my home
and are escorted into my living room. They are here at my request, but not one
of them knows the reason. They have never met the other invitees sitting around
them, so they have no idea how much they have in common.


 


The first to arrive,
forever punctual, is Bruce Vaughn. A dear college friend, his life was turned
upside-down in the early 1990s when his five-year-old son was diagnosed with
lymphoma. After two years of hopes being raised and then dashed, Taylor
succumbed to the disease due to complications from a bone marrow transplant.
His death, which I witnessed from a distance but experienced up close through
conversations with Bruce, gave me a new perspective on life that has never
since left me. Now, as a Christian counselor in Nashville, my gentle friend—one
of the smartest and most consistent men I have ever known—lives in the long
shadow cast by Taylor’s death.


 


The next to arrive
is Oscar Whitt, my brother-in-law and likewise my friend. Today an engineer for
the Boeing Corporation, he has lived the past thirty years of his life facing
suffering and sorrow at every turn. As a senior in college Oscar lost his only
brother in a terrible automobile accident. The two boys had been such close
friends, almost inseparable during childhood. A few years later Oscar’s father
died when his truck collided with livestock that had wandered into the road.
More recently—almost unfathomable is the sequence!—his mother was diagnosed
with an aggressive form of lung cancer. Though determined to beat the disease,
she died within a few months. Oscar now finds himself the lone surviving member
of his immediate family. And all of this before he reached his mid-forties.
Today, in gloriously ironic fashion, he and his wife have taken on the enormous
task of adopting and raising three brothers, now ages fourteen, twelve, and
ten. For Oscar, the task at hand is to mold a new family while he grieves the
loss of the old.


 


Shortly after Oscar
is seated, Jessica Seay joins the group. She was one of my youngest daughter’s
high school teachers before taking an extended leave of absence. The reason was
the untimely death of her husband. A handsome and hard-working young man, he
became infected with a very aggressive bacteria known as MRSA, and it took his
life in a matter of days. My daughter has told me how close the couple was, how
Jessica bragged about him while in the school cafeteria. Adding to the tragedy,
Jessica now is left with the challenge of parenting their young daughter, not
even a year old when her father died. As you can expect, the turn of events has
almost paralyzed her very existence. Still today she struggles in its aftermath
to make sense of life again.


 


My fourth guest,
Kelly Clem, enters next. Although we have never before met, I feel that I know
her. I saw her for the first time on Palm Sunday, 1994. The minister of a small
Methodist church in Piedmont, Alabama, she was being interviewed that afternoon
by local and national news reporters, all seeking her response to the terrible
tragedy that had unfolded earlier that day. A fierce tornado had ripped through
the church during the worship service, collapsing the building. Victims of the
storm included several little children sitting in the front pews awaiting their
turn to participate in the service. Reverend Clem, I remember all so well,
bravely held herself together as she tried to answer the unanswerable. Why did
this happen? Why a church? Why little children? She spoke of holding on, of
faith in the midst of a storm, of a God who embraces us in our hurt, and of the
responsibility of other humans to act as community to her grieving
congregation. What made Kelly Clem’s demeanor so unbelievable (and her words so
believable) was the fact that her young daughter was one of those who had
perished that morning. Somehow this mother suppressed her own grief until she
could minister to the grief of her congregation and speak to the nation at
large. Seen from the perspective of one who has two daughters of his own, what
she did that day was one of the most courageous, selfless, sacrificial deeds I
have ever witnessed.


 


The final visitor to
arrive is you, and you soon find yourself sitting in the same room with the
four mentioned above. When you hear their stories, you wonder aloud what you
could possibly have in common with them. The scope and depth of their suffering
seem so great and yours so small. Surely, you tell me, I have made some sort of
mistake. My reply is that you are here because you too have experienced
suffering. You have personally felt the pain and injustice of life, although
perhaps in smaller measure. You have witnessed tragedies at home and abroad
that have brought tears to your eyes and questions to your mind. And you live
each day with the stark realization that you are just one heartbeat removed
from suffering the likes of which my other guests have endured.


 


After everyone is
comfortably seated and the customary introductions are completed, I take a seat
with all of you and begin to share from my heart:


 


The main reason
you are here, and not others, is a sense of comradeship I have with you. Your particular life stories have
greatly influenced my life and have impacted this book at every turn of
the page. As I have pondered the nature of God, each of you in this room has
crossed my mind more than once. I have tried to keep foremost in my thoughts
the suffering you have endured. This has made me hesitate and reconsider when I
have been tempted to oversimplify God’s nature or be too presumptuous about
Him. Each of you is a reminder to me that life is not simple and that faith in
God is not simple either. In a way, you have been my system of checks
and balances, my fulcrum, my course adjuster along this leg of my journey.


 


I think I owe it
to each of you, even before this book is published, to share what I have
discovered. Without knowing it, you have been a part of my religious
experience, a guidepost on my journey. I want to return the favor by letting you
have a glimpse of what I have learned about God. It matters not whether you
agree with my conclusions. Only two things of merit concern me: that you are
made aware of my debt to you for any answers I have found and of my deepest
empathy for you in the present as
you continue to deal with the past.


 


What I have been
unable to answer for myself and will be unable to answer for you are the “why”
questions. Why your loved one? Why not you or me instead? Why not the reprobate
down the street? Why not a preemptive act from God? Why not, in a display of
divine power and love, an end to your terrible ordeal? These questions are
usually the first to surface when tragedy strikes. I have discovered that they
are also the longest to linger, simply because they are the toughest to answer.
And I find myself in no position to shed any further light. As plainly and
humbly as I can say it, I still do not know why. I am no nearer an answer at
this stage of my journey than I was when I started.


 


What I have been
able to piece together, at least in part, are some of the “who” questions. Who
is this God over me and the universe? Is He a God of undiluted love, power, and
knowledge or a God limited in one or more of these areas? Whom do we worship or
refuse to worship each Sabbath or Sunday? Does He know our hurt? Does He care?
Is He available to help us? God, who are You? These questions, outgrowths of
the unanswered “why,” are the principal subject of this book, and I want to
relay to you the answers I have found.


 


The knee-jerk
reaction to suffering seems to be to limit God in some way. Some would limit
His power. Since He has not acted to prevent suffering or to relieve it, God
must be limited in what He can do. But I have not been able to embrace this
explanation. The universe around me is so laden with power that I cannot fathom
the power of its Creator being anything but infinite. So when you ask me if God
could have acted to prevent what each of you went through, my answer is, “Yes,
He could have.” Those hands, strong enough to create this universe, certainly
could have protected you from suffering the way you did, even from suffering at
all. I offer no glib answer in an effort to defend God. If you are expecting me
to minimize His power to make an excuse for your plight, then you will be
disappointed. In fact, I would encourage you to do just the opposite, to raise
your perception of the power of God to heights yet unimagined. That is the God
Job came to know,1 and that is who God is to me.


 


Nor should we try
to deal with our suffering by limiting His love. The depth of human love is to
me inexhaustible. The love of God, its source, must likewise be beyond measure.
The same can be said of His knowledge. If the complexity of the universe is any
indication, God knows more than any of us ever dreamt He could know. Any
attempt, therefore, to distance God from your suffering by saying He doesn’t
care or is unaware is futile. He knows full well your circumstances and loves
you in the midst of them. Yes, He even suffers with you, for the suffering
dimension of His love is boundless as well. Again, I would ask you to expand
the borders of God’s love and knowledge to regions yet unexplored. Better yet,
I would ask you to consider His love and knowledge to have no boundaries
whatsoever. That is the God Paul came to know,2 and that is who God
is to me.


 


And so the trend
continues. With each attempt to limit one of God’s attributes, I reply that the
wrong road has been taken. An about-face is in order. Limiting God is not the
answer, for that is not who God is. If He is sovereign (a Committee of One on
how the universe is run), then He is completely sovereign. If He is moral,
righteous, and holy, He is absolutely so. If He is omnipresent, then there is
nowhere, not even that silent place in the midst of grief, from which He is
ever removed. If He is just, then there can be no limit to His fairness and no
doubt that justice will come. If He is purposeful, then it is impossible—given
the scope of His power, love, knowledge, sovereignty, righteousness, and
justice—for His purpose to be denied. It is impossible for you and me, in spite
of appearances in the present, to miss what He has planned for us. In summary,
what we need today is an elevation of the greatness of God in every dimension
rather than a limitation of Him in one. The result would be true revival.
Before such a God we would fall on our knees in awe and repentance and arise in
understanding and service. That is the God Isaiah came to know,3 and
that is who God is to me.


 


As to the “what”
questions, let me offer my own answer. What should each of us, beset in
different measure by pain and suffering, do with the rest of our lives? What
should we do with what looms ahead of us that will give meaning to what lies
behind us? My advice to you is to place whatever has befallen you into the
hands of this great God and to trust like the rising of the sun that He will
make everything right. I firmly believe that God will reunite you with your
loved one, and it will seem then as if you had never been separated. You will
someday see God in all His glory, and—like Job, Paul, and Isaiah—your questions
will fade away. Your suffering and your God will no longer seem paradoxical. On
the other side you will be able to see God’s pattern yourself, and (as Dr.
Weatherhead phrased it) you will find your mistakes and your calamities and
your distress and your failures and all your pain woven therein. Then you will
say, “It is marvelous in my eyes!” In the interim, I pray that you may feel the
warmth of His powerful embrace and notice the tears on His compassionate face.
That is the God Jesus came to show,4 and that is who God is to me.


 


By capturing this
sense of God’s multi-faceted infinity, the question soon before you may not be
“why” or “what” but “where.” A renewed focus and a brand new life mission may
be the end result. You may again find inner peace and purpose, both derived
from the infinite peace and ultimate purpose of God.


 


As I complete these words to my guests,
I am well aware that they have already spoken them to me. Much of what I have
said I learned from them. My picture of a God of suffering love—and of hope in
Him as our most valuable possession—came straight from my personal discussions
with Bruce Vaughn and from some letters and speeches he wrote after Taylor’s
death. I have already alluded to the impact the words and deeds of Kelly Clem
had on me as she bravely ministered to her congregation and her nation that
tragic day. Oscar Whitt’s persistence and consistency in the face of suffering
and his labor of love for his three sons are nothing less than my advice
already put into practice. And Jessica Seay’s continued struggle to find
meaning in a world without her husband and best friend is a reminder to me that
coping with suffering is a process wrought with a suffering all its own. I am
indebted to these guests for teaching me about God and about life. I hope and
pray that something I said today may, in small portion, have returned the
favor.
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Day 47 – relevant


 


 


It always amazes me
to think that the omnipotent God, the creator of galaxies light years away,
will give us his strength and grace to help us in all of our struggles—in our
relationships, in our careers, and even in things that seem insignificant to
others.  –PAUL
WYLIE


 


 


The Argument
from Personal Testimony (5 Reasons, Days 52-55) refers us to the
witness of individuals throughout history to the reality of God. It asks us to
imagine all the people who have ever believed in God facing all of those who
have not and reminds us that the numbers would not be close. Believers would
dwarf the nonbelievers like the beach dwarfs the grain of sand. The argument
goes on to ask this question: “Could all these people be wrong?” Atheists would
say, “Yes, they could.” They would point their fingers at the throng of
believers before them and say, “There is no God!” They would argue that
theistic belief is merely subjective opinion and that everyone knows the
majority opinion is not always right.


 


What atheists fail
to admit, however, is the subjectivity of their own position. And what they
fail to acknowledge is the evidence that exists in favor of the existence of
God. They would love to be able to disprove all the objective arguments for
God, including the ones we have considered on our journey, but to this date
they have not been successful. In fact, the trend is just the opposite. Avowed
atheists, in light of recent scientific discoveries, are being forced to
reconsider their stance. To remain intellectually honest, many of them have
changed sides.1 They have joined the masses of believers and now
find themselves gazing into the eyes of their former selves.


 


It is not easy,
therefore, to ignore history’s collective testimony about God. When that
testimony is heard and examined, the distinct impression given me is that God
is relevant. He is not a distant, abstract Force that has no impact on
existence. He is an immanent, relational Presence who influences daily lives.
And His relevance seems to be all-inclusive. Testimonies about God spring forth
from the mouths of children, the elderly, and those in middle age. They
encompass times of joy, sorrow, and indifference. The intelligent and the
illiterate, the rich and the poor, the savage and the Christian have all paid
Him tribute. The scope of this testimony is too great for me to dismiss as mere
hearsay.


 


God is relevant. He
chooses to enter the “eternal now” of our lives and make a difference. If we
choose now to enter into Him, what an eternal difference He will make!

















Day 48 – experiential


 


 


Such is the
inscrutable way of God. He takes
the initiative from the
other side without consulting us. This is how he graciously surprises us, keeps
us off balance from our perch of self-assurance. This is how our sense of
wonder is kept freshly on the alert, in order that we may give thanks,
ascribing nothing to ourselves.  –CHARLES MALIK


 


 


Not only does
personal testimony about God show that He is relevant, it also lets us know
that He is experiential. The popular study series Experiencing God
teaches this from its first to last session. Likewise, the universe lectures to
us that God can be experienced. Consider with me again our five arguments:


 


The Argument from Design tells us that God
can be experienced through the wonderful design of the universe. (Most people
who leave the city to camp under the stars or to watch an ocean sunset will
testify that God, the powerful Creator, there seems very near.)


 


The Argument from Fairness says that God
speaks to us through the Moral Law, informing us through our conscience and
common sense what is right and what is wrong. (We have already noted how
experiencing the Author’s holiness can bring us to our knees before Him.)


 


The Argument from Supernatural Belief informs
us that our belief in God is possible only because He has graciously chosen to
reveal and to relate to us. (Without God’s initiative, we would have no
knowledge of Him and no experiential testimony whatsoever to share.)


 


The Argument from Human Characteristics
makes us aware that we experience God’s divine nature whenever we display the
positive traits He has given us. (When we are good, loving, and purposeful, we
truly are partaking from a fountain that springs eternal from God Himself.)


 


The Argument from Personal Testimony reminds
us that it is not difficult at all to find individuals who will testify of an
encounter with God. (Every age, race, gender, and culture bears witness to His
experiential nature.)


 


Please be mindful
that we can take no credit if we experience God in these ways. We did not
travel to this universe and choose to live here; we were placed within its
design by the Creator. We did not invent the Moral Law; our hearts received it
from the Holy and Righteous One. We could not seek Him or relate to Him unless
He first sought and related to us. Furthermore, we have no right to boast of
our positive human traits (for the same reason a tiny newborn has no right to
take credit for his ten toes). And we could never give testimony about Him unless
He acted to make a difference in our lives. Through grace, we are able to
experience God.


 


“God is always at
work around you.” This is the first of seven truths explored in Experiencing
God.1 In other words, He is relevant to you and can be experienced
by you. In a nutshell, this is the message of the preceding two days.
Tomorrow’s testimony will take this to its logical and practical conclusion.

















Day 49 – transforming


 


 


They love one
another. They never fail to help the widows; they save orphans from those who
would hurt them. If they have something, they give freely to the man who has
nothing; if they see a stranger, they take him home, and are happy, as though
he were a real brother. They don’t consider themselves in the usual sense, but
instead brothers through the Spirit, in God.  –ARISTIDES, describing Christians to Emperor Hadrian


 


 


When God is deemed to
be relevant and determined to be experiential, lives are destined to be
changed. The founders of Alcoholics Anonymous recognized this long ago. They
discovered it was unlikely for recovery to occur unless the participant yielded
to a Higher Power. Only with the help of God could the stranglehold of alcohol
be loosened. In effect, God’s power had to replace addiction’s power, the net
result being a transformed life.


 


Such personal
testimonies about God’s life-changing nature are ubiquitous. Men and women
mired in the most despicable circumstances imaginable have miraculously
overcome to become brand new people. When asked how it was possible for them to
break through, they are neither hesitant nor ashamed to give credit where
credit is due. Their near-unanimous reply is that a renewed faith in God was
the key.


 


What these individuals
have discovered is this: God, the Giver of life, is also its Restorer.
Sometimes the transformation may be instantaneous, akin to that of Paul or
Augustine. More often the change, though no less dramatic in the end, is more
gradual. But whether arrived at by exponential multiplication or slow addition,
the answer to the equation of life has always been God. He is the common
denominator of transformed lives.


 


As an example of the
process by which many have embraced God and become new people, consider the
journal of this anonymous recoverer:


 


For years we
tried on our own to make new starts, to give up the addictions and obsessions
that were destroying us. We wanted desperately to leave the past behind—to
forgive and forget. We did the best we could to change the way we felt about
ourselves and others.


 


While in some
cases there was progress, we all reached a point from which we could advance no
further. We saw that our personal resources were limited; clearly, we lacked
the power to bring about deep and lasting change. It was then that we finally
sought help...


 


We saw indisputable
evidence among our new friends that belief in a Higher Power had dramatically
changed their lives for the better... Nevertheless, some of us remained leery
of “the God thing.”


 


...It was drummed
into me as a boy that religion was “the opiate of the masses.” I was taught
that God was an invention designed to make people complacent and malleable
through false hope… It’s little wonder that I was extremely uncomfortable with
the spiritual concepts that were obviously a part of the recovery experience. When
people talked about turning their wills and lives over to the care of God, I
thought they had been brainwashed... When they expressed their gratitude to
God, my stomach churned.


 


Coming to believe
in a Power greater than myself was a slow and arduous process. It took several
years to let go of my old ideas and open my mind to new ones. When I finally
did come to believe, not just with my mind but with all my heart, that’s when
my life began anew...


 


Now that we have
welcomed God into our lives, all that was previously impossible has become
possible. With each passing day, we believe more deeply in His power to bring
about positive and long-lasting changes... Thanks to God, our lives today have
meaning and purpose. Self-pity and despair have given way to a sense of
usefulness. We have grown less self-centered and more giving...


 


Since discovering
the rewards of faith, we experience every dimension of our lives in wholly
different and more fulfilling ways than when we relied exclusively on our own
resources…


 


What we had to do
was wipe the slate clean, so to speak, in order to give ourselves and God a
chance. We had to consciously put aside all of our misconceptions so that we
could become receptive to new ideas. We had to continue listening
open-mindedly, until hope returned and eventually became truth…


 


I can’t see you
or touch you, God, but there’s no question in my mind and heart that you are
with me now and forever. There were times when I doubted your love, even your
existence, but today you are the most tangible reality in my life... Over time,
through your loving kindness, I have been transformed into a productive
participant in life, someone who can make a difference.1


 


I dare say that
neither Paul nor Augustine could have depicted God’s transforming power any
better.

















Day 50 – the mystery of prayer


 


 


Communion with
God is the one need of the soul above
all other need; prayer is the beginning of that communion... A coming-to-one with Him...is the
sole end of prayer, yea, of existence itself.  –GEORGE MACDONALD


 


 


Have you ever heard
of the Jeffersonian Bible? As its name suggests, it was the creation of
Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence and the third
president of the United States. In regard to his religious views, Jefferson was
a deist. He, like Voltaire and all other deists, believed that God was active
in creation but since has been passive. He believed that “in the beginning” God
wound up the universe as one would wind a clock; thereafter, He let it run its
course. After the first chapter of Genesis He never again interfered with the
universe, removing Himself from the everyday lives of men and women. To
Jefferson, God was unapproachable. After He gave to humanity “life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness,” He left us alone. We quickly forgot the notion
that “all men are created equal” and, left to our own desires and devises,
brought upon ourselves misery and suffering. Compounding our problem, we have
no hope of restoration in this life, for the God of the deist no longer deals
with our affairs. Deists thus find themselves singing along with Bette Midler:
“God is watching us from a distance.”


 


Jefferson could not
fathom such a long-distance God intervening and doing the miraculous. Any
thought of the Divine breaking into the natural world was considered absurd.
Nothing supernatural had occurred since creation, so he advised everyone to
quit looking for miracles altogether. This, of course, placed him at odds with
much of the Biblical story. So Thomas Jefferson, in an attempt to mesh the
scriptures with his own personal theology, took it upon himself to amend the
Bible. He eliminated every gospel reference to the miraculous and compiled the
remaining verses into what became known as the Jeffersonian Bible. Gone
in his version of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John was any mention of the chorus
of angels telling the shepherds of Jesus’ birth. (In fact, any angelic message
whatsoever was omitted.) Gone were all of Christ’s miraculous healings, the
miracle at Cana where Jesus turned water into wine, the calming of the storm,
the time when Jesus and Peter walked on the sea, and the feeding of the five
thousand from one basket of food. Even the resurrection of Jesus, the focal
point of Christianity, was eliminated and dismissed as untrue. To say the
least, this abridged version of the gospels stirred quite a controversy!


 


Now I can relate in
part to what Jefferson was trying to do. I understand what attracted him and
other intelligent men to deism. This philosophical view was (and is) nothing
other than an attempt to mesh the existence of God with all the suffering in
the world. Deists, past and present, refuse to explain suffering by limiting
God’s power or knowledge or even His love, choosing instead to worship a God
whose availability is limited—a God, alas, who is not available at all.1
God, possessing both knowledge of our plight and the power to deal with it, has
chosen to distance Himself from us. He formed us then forgot us. We, according
to the deists, are presently the victims of divine neglect, examples of the old
adage, “Out of sight, out of mind.”


 


This means, as a
corollary, that deists worship a God who will not answer prayer. To them, no
such involvement of God in daily life is possible. Many of you, if you are
honest, would here concede to the deist. How often your prayers seem to fall on
deaf ears! How few, if any, of your petitions are granted! If asked to give a
personal testimony on answered prayer, how awkward you would feel, stuttering
and groping for an example! Granted that testimonies of miraculous prayer do
exist (entire books have been written about them), they always seem to happen
to someone else. Thus you find yourself in regard to prayer much like those
deists. You have abandoned all faith in its utility. While you refuse to assert
that God has totally removed Himself from the world, you get the impression
that at least He has withdrawn from your prayer closet. To use a well-worn
phrase, your prayers seem to go no farther than the ceiling. And since nothing
is seemingly accomplished time after time when you pray, the inevitable
happens: you quit praying altogether. You become like that apathetic mouse in
the psychology experiment who, having tasted the unpalatable pellet so often,
will not even venture to see if the next one could be real. In this state of
learned helplessness you live—believing in God but seldom, if ever, praying to
Him.


 


Before I speak
directly to you, let me address deism in general. I must admit that deism is
one logical way to think of God and, in particular, one way to make sense of
suffering in the world.2 But it is, at best, pessimistic. At worst,
it is downright depressing. It is also has a shaky and tenuous foundation, for
if just one example of miracle could be documented in history, deism would
be declared once and for all false. If only one occasion could be found
where God intervened in the world, Jefferson and his colleagues would have to
change their tune. They would have to reinsert the gospel verses he omitted,
because a single divine intervention opens wide the door to the possibility of
others.


 


Later on our
journey, we will look at the resurrection of Jesus. I believe the weight of the
evidence points toward its veracity. At least on this one occasion, it appears,
the miraculous occurred. Fittingly, the pin that bursts the bubble of deism is
the very miracle upon which Christianity is founded. I do not, of course,
expect all of you at this stage to accept the resurrection as true. But I do
ask you to admit this: if it did happen, then deism crumbles at its foundation.


 


Before going on, an
inherent inconsistency about deism should also be exposed. Deists ask us to
deny the possibility of the miraculous in the present, but even they
acknowledge the miracle of Creation “in the beginning.” If God was a
miracle-worker back then, how can deists exclude any possibility of miracle
now? To me, they are being just as presumptuous as those overly religious folk
who see a miracle at every turn.


 


And, now, to the
subject of prayer. I do not claim expertise in the art and manner of prayer.
All I can and will offer is what seems to make sense from personal study and
experience. In keeping with a popular trend, I will present my thoughts on
prayer in the form of a Top Ten List: 


 


 


TOP TEN TRUTHS
ABOUT PRAYER


 


The
primary purpose of prayer is communion, not petition.  It is, as George MacDonald puts it, a
“coming-to-one” with God. This sense of fellowship with God is truly prayer’s
“sole end.”


 


God
is aware of every prayer. Nothing that happens, including my prayers, goes unnoticed by
Him.


 


Honesty
is the best policy.
God knows my thoughts before I say a word. He is big enough to handle anything
I throw His way. (If I need proof, I can read the books of Job and
Lamentations.)


 


Some
prayers of petition are answered. The possibility exists that God, infinitely powerful, will
intervene and grant my requests.


 


Many
prayers of petition are not answered. Don’t ask me why, but God does not always intervene, even
when I pray for deliverance from illness or injustice. In these times I must
yield to His sovereignty, trust in His power, wait for His justice, and cling
to His love.


 


More
prayers are answered than it seems. I believe that God hears and answers more of my prayers
than I imagine and that someday I will fully understand this and give thanks.


 


Most
miracles are not the result of prayer. Every time I suture a laceration, I am reminded of this.
All I do with the nylon thread is approximate the edges of the wound. A few
days later I remove the thread. In between, healing occurs, and to me it still
is a mystery and miracle. So many things, trivial to me and taken for granted,
are just as miraculous. What I need here is not prayer but perception.


 


The
motive is more important than the method. Forget about time of day, posture and
position, sentence structure, etc. If I come to God with a heart desirous of
communion, I'll be better off than the person has attended all the seminars but
has not attended to his heart.


 


Private
is more important than public. I should pray in private more than I pray in public. I believe
that no one should ever know how much I pray in private. The more I pray in
private, the more important it is that no one knows.


 


Hard
prayers should be prayed more than easy prayers. It’s easy for me to ask God for
something or thank Him for something. It’s quite a bit harder for me to pray
for my enemies, default to His will, grant and seek forgiveness, or surrender
my life in service. If it is true that “prayer changes lives,” then I am
convinced that this hard road is the path that must be taken. The hardest way
back is often the surest way home.


 


 


I hope that these
ten truths prove somewhat helpful as you face the uncertainties of prayer. This
much is certain: they will be of help only to those of you who choose to pray.

















Day 51 – the incarnation of God


 


 


Never could we
have known the heart of the Father, never felt it possible to love Him as sons, but for Him who
placed Himself into the gulf that yawned between us.  –GEORGE MACDONALD


 


 


Picture in your mind
a group of kindergarten students on their first day of school, eager and ready
to learn. Imagine yourself the teacher of this class, willing and able to
teach. Suppose you desired, more than anything else that day, that these kids
get to know you and relate to you in a positive way. How could you best
accomplish this? How could they come to realize your plans to love them, your
promise to teach them, your pledge to protect them, and your power to mold
them? How could you give them a glimpse of who you are?


 


One way would be to
invite them into your world. Bring them to your desk and show them your
day-planner and grade book. Ask them to help you hang your diploma on the wall
behind you. Let them visit the lounge where you and other teachers relax. Take them
outside so they can see your reserved parking space. Show them the card that
certifies you as a member of the teachers’ union. Even allow them sixty seconds
each to sit in the chair behind your desk and pretend for a minute to be you.
By these and other exercises, you will certainly succeed in bringing them into
your world, but you will not accomplish your intended goal. They will know that
you are a teacher (something they already knew) but not much more.


 


Or you could try to
get them to know you by doing the opposite: forbidding them to enter your
world. You could help them realize the vast difference between them as students
and you as teacher by keeping them away from your desk, your personal items,
and your professional luxuries. But what would that accomplish? They would
better appreciate that chasm between you and them (something they are already
aware of) but not much more.


 


Now picture yourself
stooping down and sitting on the floor, all the kids around you doing the same.
Imagine yourself taking a coloring book and crayons, picking out your favorite
picture, and starting to color between the lines. You laugh with the kids, talk
in language they can understand, participate fully in their world. In essence,
you decide for a few moments to become a child yourself, hoping in this way to
let them know who you are. And this time you would succeed! At the end of your
coloring, when once again you stand to your feet as teacher, every child would
understand clearly your love and concern. As you sit behind your desk, they
would be able to grasp your commitment to teach them. Even if they could not
find the words to say it, they would sense that you will use your power and
position for their good. In short, they would begin to trust you. And it all
would happen because you chose to enter their world, to become one of them, to
relate to them where they are.


 


This is a picture of
what is meant by the incarnation of God. We, God’s creations, are separated
from Him by a chasm that is astronomical in comparison to that between a
teacher and her pupils. Of this fact, we should already be aware. Although we
don’t always show it or like to admit it, we all know that He is God and we are
not. If this great God wanted us to get to know Him better, how would He go
about it? One way would be for Him to show us His divine credentials, as the
teacher did in the first example. Another would be to accentuate the distance
between Him and us, as she did in the second. Such reminders of God’s Infinity
and our finitude are needed messages today and, if heeded, would surely bring
us to our knees. The net effect, however, would be to reinforce what we already
should know—that He is God and we are not.


 


But what if God also
chose to relate to us by entering our world and becoming one of us (if only for
a short time), interacting with us on our turf and at our level? If this were
to happen, we would know Him to an even greater extent. We would, no doubt, see
Him in a totally different light. From then on, when again in majesty and power
and knowledge we envision Him, we would also see the One who loves us, listens
to us, befriends us, protects us, embraces us, even suffers for us. The end
result, if God were so to choose to enter our world and become one of us, would
be a deepening of our faith. We would begin to trust Him.

















Day 52 – God in Jesus Christ


 


 


And the Word
became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory of the only
begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.  –the gospel of JOHN


 


When in former
times God spoke to our forefathers, he spoke in fragmentary and varied
fashion through the prophets. But in this final age he has spoken to us in the
Son... He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his
nature.  –the New Testament book of
HEBREWS


 


Anyone who has
seen me has seen the Father.  –JESUS,
to his disciple Philip


 


 


The personal
testimony of millions is that God two thousand years ago “became flesh and
dwelt among us.” Christians believe that Jesus of Nazareth was God incarnate.
Through Jesus, God “descended” to our level to reveal what He is like and to
restore the fullness of the divine-human relationship. It is a claim so
amazing—divinity and humanity joined in one man in one geographical region in
one brief period of time—that I can understand why some people have a hard time
comprehending it. Listen to Philip Yancey, one of many struck by the
incredulity of the incarnation, as he reflects on what happened in Bethlehem
years ago:


 


It is almost
beyond my comprehension too, and yet I accept that this notion is the key to understanding Christmas and
is, in fact, the touchstone of my faith. As a Christian I believe that we live
in parallel worlds. One world consists of hills and lakes and barns and
politicians and shepherds watching their flocks by night. The other consists of
angels and sinister forces and somewhere out there places called heaven
and hell. One night in the cold, in the dark, among the wrinkled hills
of Bethlehem, these two worlds came together at a dramatic point
of intersection. God, who knows no before or after, entered time and space.
God, who knows no boundaries, took on the shocking confines of a baby’s skin,
the ominous restraints of mortality.


 


“He is the image
of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation,” an apostle would
later write; “He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together.” But the few eyewitnesses on Christmas night saw none of that.
They saw an infant struggling to work never-before-used lungs.


 


Could it be true,
this Bethlehem story of a Creator descending to be born on one small planet? If
so, it is a story like no other. Never again need we wonder whether what
happens on this dirty little tennis ball of a planet matters to the rest of the
universe. Little wonder a choir of angels broke out in spontaneous song...1


 


I am aware that some
of you do not agree that Jesus was “God in the flesh.” You’ve heard this from
Christians and dismissed it long ago as wishful thinking. You are confident
that nothing I say will convince you otherwise. You cannot envision a scenario
that would lead you to embrace Jesus as God incarnate. In fact, you may feel so
insulted that I broached the subject that you have just about lost any desire
to continue on.


 


My reply to you is
that I have inserted the incarnation at this time as an example of my own
personal testimony about the nature of God. A sizeable population has come to
believe that God can best be known by focusing on Jesus, and I happen to be one
of that populace. I would be remiss if I failed to mention here the focal point
of my faith—the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. The depth of my devotion
compels me to make mention of him, even at the risk of offending you. But let
me add that I do not intend to elaborate on the subject now. No attempt will be
made to argue my point or proselytize you. Not until the fourth leg of our
journey will we explore the life of Jesus. In the meantime, I urge you not to
feel uneasy if certain aspects of my personal testimony differ from yours. In
the same way, I promise that I will not be upset if yours differs from mine.
The crucial point at the present is that we stand together among the masses of
theists facing and opposing the atheists. We as one testify that God has
impacted our lives.


 


My suggestion,
therefore, is that we put aside our differences about Jesus and the incarnation
and continue our journey together. Admittedly, we are disagreeing over a
pivotal issue. This picture of Jesus as the ultimate revelation of God is
central to my faith and foreign to yours. But we have come too far to let even
this issue separate us. I urge you, my friend, to stick with the group. If in
the end you remain unconvinced about Jesus, you will be in the same position as
now. You will still hold to your present beliefs, perhaps even more firmly. If
along the way you embrace Jesus as the incarnate God, you will consider your
position improved. You will see in Jesus “the stamp of God’s nature.” You will
“behold the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 2


 


So please accept my
invitation to remain with the group. Truly, you have nothing to lose and so
much you could gain. You will be none the worse if you continue on and deny
Jesus; forever the better if, as you continue, you believe in him. The most
important thing right now is that you continue.

















Day 53 – One


 


 


For I am God, and
there is no other.  –the book of
ISAIAH


 


 


God is One. So say the three great monotheistic religions:
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. But what is the basis of this belief in the
unity of God? What answer can be given to those who worship several gods?


 


My Christian faith
was birthed on a monotheistic platform. To this day it is one of the few
beliefs that I have not felt the slightest inclination to question. Ironically,
it is also one of the most subjective beliefs I possess. This is not because
there are no rational arguments for it. In fact, several good defenses of
monotheism have been written,1 and these have served to buttress my
belief. Still, when it comes to this topic, I have always leaned most heavily
on a long-standing subjective assurance that there is only one God. This has
always seemed to me the most plausible option.


 


If pressed by you to
offer my own logical take on the subject, I would first remind you of the
objective defenses of others. Next, I would put forth this, my own argument in
favor of the unity of God:


 


The Argument from Design is essentially “outside”
information, obtained by looking around us. As such, it does not tell us how
many gods exist. If you recall the illustration from Day 16, those three
robbers could not tell by looking at the dollhouse in my attic if one or more
builders constructed it. In the same way, you and I may realize by looking at
the universe’s design that it was created. What we cannot discern is whether
one God or several gods did the creating and designing.


 


In contrast, the Argument from Fairness is “inside” information. We
discover by looking within us that there are rules of right and wrong in the
universe. Now rules are much different than designs. If you think
about it, you will discover that
there is behind every rule a unity of origin. One hundred politicians may work
together to enact legislation, but we speak of one entity, the Senate, being
responsible for it. If both Senate and House confer on a bill, we say that it
came from one body called the Congress. Nine separate judges may make a ruling,
but the newspaper will label it the sole work of the Supreme Court. Twelve men
and women may judge someone innocent or guilty, but the verdict is said to come
from one jury. A group of people may determine how golf is to be played, but we
refer to the USGA Rules of Golf, again the work of a unified body. Even when a
mother and father lay down rules, the child (perceiving them to be a unified
force) will say, “My parents did it.” That is the way rules are in general. It
is best to speak of them as coming from one origin, albeit one that may have
multiple dimensions to it. A rule may have more than one personality behind it,
but in the end it is always the product of the one.


 


Likewise, the
Moral Law. Its Source must be unity, not plurality. Its rules of right and
wrong must stem from one entity: God. For sure, this one God may be
multi-dimensional. As we shall see tomorrow, Christians have been saying this
for years. But these Trinitarians will tell you that the three “personalities”
are facets of the one and only God. They do so with good reason. God—the giver
of the Moral Law, the Author of the Rules—must be seen as unity (i.e. one
entity), beside whom “there is no other.”


 


The arguments others
have offered are probably sounder philosophically than the one I just
presented. I include it here because it works for my faith and perhaps may be
of some benefit to yours. If not, do not be dismayed. There are those other
defenses of monotheism out there for you to consider. And you can factor in
your subjective opinion as well. Like a mother’s intuition, it can often be a
reliable source of information. If the phrase “all things considered” is put
into play, one of the things that should be considered is what seems right to
you.


 


God is One. This has always seemed right to me.

















Day 54 – Three in One


 


 


I happened across
a metaphor for the Trinity, in Tertullian, of all people... It’s an image of the Trinity as a plant, with the
Father as the deep root, the Son as the shoot that breaks forth into the
world, the Spirit as that which spreads beauty and fragrance.  –KATHLEEN
NORRIS


 


 


God is Three in
One. So say the vast majority of
Christians throughout history. They proclaim God as Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. And they are not alone. Theologians of other religions, using different
phrases, have often whispered of a triune God.1 Opponents abound, of
course, who dismiss any talk of “God in three Persons” as nothing other than
token polytheism. They accuse Christians of worshiping three separate deities,
not one. If one listens to their criticism long enough, the Trinity—a rather
opaque concept to begin with—can become even more obscure.


 


A review of history
will remind us that the concept of the Trinity has always been clouded in
controversy and mystery. The word itself does not appear at all in the Old or
New Testament, although it is strongly implied in certain passages of
scripture.2 The early church fathers, after debating loud and long
about it, issued in AD 325 from the Council of Nicaea this famous, yet
esoteric, explanation:


 


We believe in
God, Almighty Father,


Maker of all
things seen and unseen,


And in one Lord
Jesus Christ, the Son of God,


Begotten of the
Father and only begotten


That is, from the
essence of the Father,


     God from
God,


     Light from
Light,


     True God
from True God,


Begotten, not
made, of one essence with the Father.


Through whom all
things were made, 


     both the
things in heaven


     and the things
upon the earth,


Who for us men
and for our salvation,


Descended and
became flesh and became man,


Suffered and
arose on the third day,


     and ascended
into the heavens,


     and is
coming to judge the living and dead.


We believe also
in the Holy Spirit.3


 


Since then,
theologians of every era have tried to shed light on the subject. Almost all
have relied on analogy and metaphor, recognizing that the Trinity is inherently
an inexplicable concept. They have realized that if God Himself forever
transcends us, then the nature of the Trinity—His very essence—will always
elude full human understanding.


 


What I am about to
relate to you is my own take on the subject, my own way of looking at God as
Three in One. It, too, is an analogy and thus inevitably falls somewhat short
of its goal. But it serves for me a vital purpose: it helps me see how God
could at the same time be both “One” and “Three in One.” If it helps you,
please feel free to use it. If it doesn’t work, find one of the other analogies
out there that appeals to you.


 


Let’s look again at
that kindergarten teacher from Day 51. A week before the beginning of school,
her existence and nature are completely unknown to those kids. She is removed
from them, beyond their world. Even at the end of the school year, much
about her remains to them a mystery. The full extent of her knowledge, the
total range of her activities, and the summation of her personality will
forever elude them. In this respect, it can be said that a part of her will
always transcend them.


 


Incomplete as it may
be, the boys and girls do obtain a great deal of knowledge about her during the
course of the year. First, they become aware of her existence when she calls
and tells their parents they are in her class. A few days later they meet her
in the classroom for orientation, then for daily lessons. Then, week after
week, the teacher reveals herself to them and relates to them.
She may even choose for a while to become a child herself, playing and
interacting with them on the floor. In this revealing and relating, it can be
said that a part of her descends to them.


 


When summer comes
and the school year ends, the children no longer see their teacher. Still, the
impact she has made remains with them. As they apply the concepts she
taught them in school, her memory lives inside them. As they behave in
the manner she showed them, her teaching influences their lives. If she
did spend those minutes with them on the floor in childlike play, her words
would be all the more alive to them. In this and sundry others ways, it can be
said that a part of her indwells them.


 


In summary, then,
the teacher is to these boys and girls transcendent, descendant,
and indwelling. She is beyond their understanding, yet reveals
and relates to them, and in part remains inside them. She is
to them all three, yet one person. And if she visited the house of each of the
children the summer after, she would be to them all three at once. Standing in
their kitchen, parts of her nature would still remain beyond them. At
the same time, by visiting in person she once again would be revealing
and relating to them. And, as she converses with the children that day,
what she said and did during the school year would remain inside them.
In one and the same moment, the teacher standing in that kitchen would be to
those kids a transcendent, descendant, and indwelling force
in their lives. Yet they would know full well that, though perceived in these
three ways, she is one force, one being, one person.


 


That’s the way I
like to look at God. In many respects, He is removed from us and beyond
our reach. He is to us, and to some extent will always be, transcendent.
But God has also revealed Himself to us and related to us. He
thus is very much a descendant Being. At first, His revelation was
somewhat from a distance—through nature, history, and the prophets. Then, in
the fullness of time, we Christians believe that God “stooped” to our level,
pouring His nature into the flesh and blood of one man. Through Jesus, humans
came to understand the nature of God as never before, and his effect on lives
continued long after his earthly existence. His followers seemed transformed by
him on the inside. Though he was physically absent from them, it was as
if God in Jesus remained with them—still speaking, empowering, and
guiding. In this way, God was (and is) indwelling them (and us).


 


God is thus at all
times transcendent, descendant, and indwelling. He is
truly Three in One. When analyzed, Tertullian’s analogy says the same thing.
God the Father is the root hidden from us. God the Son is the flower that
“breaks forth into our world.” God the Spirit is the unseen fragrance that
remains. Three parts of a plant, yet very much one organism. Three Persons of
the Trinity, yet very much one God. In the first chapter of Genesis, He is the transcendent
Power relating to us in creation, placing within our hearts His
Moral Law. In Job, He is the God beyond all understanding who reveals
Himself in the whirlwind and transforms Job’s life within. In the
prophecy of Isaiah, He is the awesome Holiness who shows Himself
to his prophet and empowers him for service. In the New Testament, we
see the same picture, clearer than before. Here God in many aspects remains transcendent.
But when He through Jesus descends to earth, men and women begin to see
more clearly a loving Father (in the Aramaic “Abba,” literally “Daddy”) who
cares for human beings more than they can fathom. Then, on the cross, Jesus
painfully demonstrates this divine love, leaving such an impact on his followers
that, in addition to his physical resurrection, he becomes alive inside
them. The Spirit of Christ indwells them, guides them, emboldens
them, turns them into “little Christs” (i.e. Christians). And so it remains for
us today.


 


God is Three in
One. He is transcendent, descendant,
and indwelling—all three at once. He stands in the “kitchen” of
our lives beyond us, among us, and within us. Though in
many ways removed from us, He is at this moment relating to us,
seeking to revive our hearts. It is my sincere prayer—offered in the
name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—that we all may experience the triune
nature of God.

















Day 55 – conflicting testimony


 


 


It is not
intolerant to label someone’s views as false. That act can unfortunately lead to intolerance, but it
becomes so only if I engage in some effort to try to keep others from holding
and spreading their “errors” with
the same freedom with which I would like to hold and spread my “truths.”  –WINFRIED CORDUAN


 


 


On the first leg of
our journey, as we explored the subject of God’s existence, I sought to avoid
statements of faith peculiar to Christianity. I was able to do so for three
reasons. For one thing, the conclusion I reached in book one was a belief
common to all religious persons. Jew, Muslim, Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist
would all answer the question posed then with a resounding “yes.” Secondly, my
decision to use the universe around us as our common starting point made it
less likely for me to alienate those of other faiths. And, thirdly, my decision
to refrain from using the Bible to defend my position (5 Reasons, Day
56) served to keep us all on the same page.


 


As I have guided you
up the slope of God’s nature, presenting an all-inclusive message has not been
as easy a task. In fact, I have discovered it to be virtually impossible. The
reason is simple: it is precisely when we begin to talk about the nature of God
that we of different faiths begin to disagree. It is when we speak of what God
is like that we cease to be in the same boat. For sure, there is much mutual
agreement to be acknowledged concerning God’s nature, especially in regard to
His creativity, power, knowledge, and righteousness. All three of the great
monotheistic religions believe that God possesses these traits. They also consider
Him to be a relating and revealing God, a loving and caring God, a fair and
just God. Still, when we venture into the nature of God differences of opinion
begin to bubble to the surface, disturbing the tranquil waters on which we have
so peacefully sailed. Even if we were to find a body of water inhabited only by
those of our particular religion, we still would find the waters somewhat
turbulent. We would discover that disagreements about God’s nature are as
common intrafaith as they are interfaith.


 


Such a rift of
opinion between Christians and those of different faiths could not be avoided
during this second leg (as was a rift between theists and atheists unavoidable
during the first). While trying my best to focus on our areas of common ground,
it was inevitable that I would in this book introduce beliefs exclusive to my
own Christianity. Especially has this been the case over the last few days as
we have considered the personal testimony of individuals about God. It was
quite natural (and, I think, excusable) for me to include my own personal
testimony along with the others. And to exclude from that testimony the focal
point of my own faith, in an effort to keep the peace, would have been
hypocritical and disingenuous. My deep and abiding belief in Jesus as my Lord
and Savior has compelled me to make mention of him, even at the risk of
alienating you.


 


If you argue that my
testimony about Jesus, like personal testimonies in general, is merely an
opinion, then you are partially right. I am the first to admit that my
testimony lies partly in the realm of the subjective. This does not mean,
however, that there are no objective reasons for believing in Jesus. Several do
exist. But to remain consistent with the tone of the fifth argument, I will now
speak only in the subjective sense of my faith in Christ. I will wait until
later to undergird my testimony of Jesus with its proper objective foundation.


 


In the meantime, if
you ask me how we are to treat those with whom we disagree, my answer is the
same as that given by Winfried Corduan in today’s quote. We should never be
intolerant of their beliefs (in the sense he defines it). By the same token, we
should never feel obligated to sacrifice or compromise our own beliefs to
placate theirs. We should continue, as we practice tolerance in an intolerant
world, to cling to our beliefs without shame or equivocation. That is how Jesus
acted toward those who differed with him. And that is how all of us should act,
regardless of our particular religion or denomination, when we find ourselves
floating in rough seas agitated by disagreement. The Golden Rule, embraced by
almost every religion as true, should be our anchor and compass in such
tempestuous waters. Not one of us caught in a storm would want to be abandoned,
captured, or wrecked by foreign ships. We would desire respect and cooperation
so that we could weather it together. According to the Golden Rule, what we
desire should also be offered. We should treat others as we would want them to
treat us.

















Day 56 – the universe's testimony (a review)


 


 


How should we
imagine what we may of God without the firmament over our heads,
a visible sphere, yet a formless infinitude? What idea could we have of God
without the sky?  –GEORGE MACDONALD


 


 


Look around you.
Gaze at the universe in which you find yourself. Study and explore it in-depth.
Then ask yourself: “How did all of this come to be?”


 


Look within you.
Consider your conscience, your bent toward morality. Note the sense of fairness
inside you. Acknowledge the positive traits that you possess. Then ask
yourself: “How did all of this come to be?”


 


Look beside you. See
men and women testifying to the reality of God. Listen to their stories of His
relevance. Hear them relate the many times they have experienced His presence. Take
note how steadfast their testimony has been, weathering indiscriminate
suffering and intellectual scorn. Then ask yourself: “How did all of this come
to be?”


 


That is precisely
what I asked you to do during our journey’s first leg. The conclusion reached
then was: “All of this could come to be only if God exists!” This statement of
faith secure, we have proceeded over the last eight weeks to ascend the slope
of God’s nature. As your guide, I have asked you to look at the same places—the
universe, yourself, others—and to answer several questions:


 


What does a universe of such power say about God’s
power?


 


What does a universe so crammed with knowledge say
about His knowledge?


 


What does your moral nature tell you about God?


 


What does your sense of fairness says about Him? 


 


What do the love, purpose, and reason inside you
convey about God?


 


Is it likely that all the casual conversations,
prepared speeches, and printed words about God’s presence are in error?


 


How has belief in God survived all the suffering,
skepticism, science, and scorn placed in its path?


 


When compiled, the
weight of the evidence—external and internal, objective and subjective—seems to
point us toward the God of traditional belief. It points us toward the creating
God of Genesis; the revealing and relating God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
Joseph; the holy and righteous God of Moses and Isaiah; the loving God of David
and Hosea; the purposeful God of Amos and Jeremiah; the sacrificing, suffering
God of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John; the indwelling God of Paul and the
apostles; the sovereign and just God of Revelation. According to the universe,
this is the nature of the God of the universe.


 


I know that some
will accuse me of wishful thinking, claiming that I came to this view of God only
because this was what I wanted Him to be like before I started. To be truthful,
I have to admit that, indeed, this is what I had hoped to find. But I must also
relate to you how willing I was to abandon my preconceived notions had the
evidence so directed. To remain intellectually honest, I could not have
continued to believe in such a God if the testimony of the universe proved
differently. So today, if I find myself continuing to believe in the God of my
forefathers, I do so not just because it is pleasing to the ear. I continue to
believe also because my universe tells me my forefathers were right. Separated
by centuries of thought and practice, I have come to the same conclusion as
they did. Such a universe could come to be only if such a God exists.
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Day 57 – the Bible and God’s nature


 


 


The message of the
Bible is the recitation of God’s mighty acts, not done in heaven but on earth.
These mighty acts began with creation, and the Bible’s testimony of it gives
witness to three pivotal affirmations: (1) the universe exists because God is
and wills the universe to exist; (2) man is unique in the creation, having been
made with the capacity for communion with his Maker; (3) all that God made is
good, and it is his purpose to redeem it from evil which was brought by man’s
rebellion.   –L. D.
JOHNSON


 


 


The Bible is touted by
Christians everywhere as the Word of God. As such, it should reveal to us a
great deal about His nature. One would expect that I, a Christian, would
reference it frequently in these pages. But, as with book one, I have purposely
minimized its use—not to the same extreme, but a definite and deliberate
restriction nonetheless. My reason is the same as before (5 Reasons, Day
56). As your guide up the slope of God’s nature, I have tried to use a
reference point trusted by everyone in our group. The universe we all inhabit
is such a point of reference. For this reason, I have sought to relate what it
has to say about God’s nature rather than what the Bible relates about Him.


 


What should be
comforting to students of the Bible, and a bit troubling to its opponents, is
the realization that the universe’s message about God seems to coincide with
the Biblical revelation.1 A quick review of our journey should leave
no doubt that this is true.


 


 


the Argument
from Design


 


God is CREATOR
(Day 9)... Genesis 1:1 – “In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth.”


 


God is OMNIPOTENT
(Day 10)... Ephesians 3:20 – “Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more
than all we ask or imagine...”


 


God is ACTIVE
(Day 11)... Ephesians 3:20 – “...according to His power that is at work within
us...”


 


God is VOLITIONAL
(Day 12)... First Peter 2:9 – “But you are a chosen people...belonging to
God...who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.”


 


God is SOVEREIGN
(Days 13-14)... Psalm 115:3 – “Our God in heaven, He does what pleases Him.”


 


God is OMNISCIENT
(Day 15)... Psalm 139:6 – “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty
for me to attain.”


 


 


the Argument
from Fairness


 


God is MORAL
(Day 17)... Romans 2:15 – “...the requirements of the Law are written on their
hearts...”


 


God is RIGHTEOUS
(Day 17)... Psalm 119:137 – “Righteous are You, O Lord, and Your laws are
right.”


 


God is HOLY
(Day 20)... Isaiah 6:3 – “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty...”


 


 


the Argument
from Supernatural Belief


 


God is RELATIONAL
(Days 23, 24, and 37)... Genesis 9:9 – “I now establish My covenant with you
and with your descendants after you...”


 


God is REVELATORY
(Days 23, 24, and 37)... Romans 1:19 – “...what may be known about God is plain
to them, because God has made it plain to them...”


 


God is TRANSCENDENT
(Day 26)... Ecclesiastes 11:5 – “...you cannot understand the work of God, the
Maker of all things.”


 


God is GRACIOUS
(Day 27)... Ephesians 4:7 – “...to each one of us grace has been given.”


 


 


the Argument
from Human Characteristics


 


God is OMNIPRESENT
(Day 41)... Psalm 139:7 – “Where can I go from Your presence, and where can I
flee from Your Spirit?”


 


God is LOVING
(Day 42)... First John 4:16 – “God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God,
and God in him.”


 


God is FAIR AND
JUST (Day 43)... Isaiah 61:8 – “For I, the Lord, love justice...”


 


God is PURPOSEFUL
(Day 44)... Proverbs 19:21 – “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the
Lord’s purpose that prevails.”


 


 


the Argument
from Personal Testimony


 


God is RELEVANT
(Day 47)... Acts 17:28 – “For in Him we live and move and have our being.”


 


God is EXPERIENTIAL
(Day 48)... Luke 2:9 – “...and the glory of the Lord shone about them.”


 


God is TRANSFORMING
(Day 49)... Second Corinthians 5:17 – “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is
a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”


 


God is INCARNATE
(Days 51-52)... John 1:14 – “The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among
us...”


 


God is ONE (Day 53)... Isaiah
45:22 – “...for I am God, and there is no other.”


 


God is THREE-IN-ONE (Day 54)...
Second Corinthians 13:14 – “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the
love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”


 


 


Thus far, I have
avoided on our religious journey anything like the litany of scripture just
given. I do so now only to emphasize how the universe’s portrait of God mirrors
the picture of God scribbled by the Biblical authors on stone and parchment.
Indeed, the Bible’s message about God tends to parallel the conclusions we have
reached about Him without its help. On a later leg of our journey I will hold
the Bible before the group at every step, using it—as the Psalmist advises—to
light the path before us. Until then, my limited references to scripture should
not be misinterpreted as any disrespect toward or lack of confidence in
scripture. All that is involved here is a little timing and sensitivity. In
short, I have chosen for the moment not to shove the Bible in the face of those
among us who mistrust it. One must always be careful, when arguing theology, to
start at a place where everyone can sing in unison. The universe, not the
Bible, is that starting place.

















Day 58 – the positive side of suffering


 


 


The field had to be
broken, the iron molten, the orchard lopped, the wheat winnowed, the stream
imprisoned above the mill. Perhaps it was the same with man’s life. From defeat
greater endeavor must be born, from tears increased purpose, from despair hope.
Why should a man fall but to rise again, die but to live?  –GEORGE DELL


 


 


Over the course of
this leg of our journey, I have alluded often to the problem of pain and
suffering in the world, seeking to discern what this reveals to us about God’s
nature. Except when I referred to sacrificial suffering, I have tended to speak
of suffering in its negative sense, as something to be avoided on earth and
abolished in heaven. This one-sided treatment stems largely from my decision to
look at suffering through the eyes of those who are feeling it the most: people
overcome with grief or mired in sickness. To them, suffering is not perceived
in any way as positive. It is 100% negative, painfully so, and any hint of its
end would be to their souls like an oasis in a desert.


 


But I would be
remiss if this leg ended without some reference to suffering’s positive side.
Almost every theological treatment of suffering includes this aspect along with
the negative. These positives are not usually recognized as such until months
or even years after tragedy hits. Even then, the eternal flame of acute pain
flickers in the background. Yet these long-term benefits are real, not
imaginary, and should be acknowledged.


 


One of these,
functioning more on a daily basis, is the protective property of
suffering. We all know that pain itself is preservative. It makes you take your
hand off the hot stove immediately so that deeper injury may be prevented. We,
in medicine, see every day the terrible “pressure sores” of the quadriplegic or
diabetic who has been deprived of pain’s protective gift. Even fear of pain is
beneficial in this regard, often (but not always) serving as a disincentive to
frivolous or reckless behavior. In all honesty, I must admit that parachuting
from a plane appeals to me, but thoughts of the sudden deceleration that is the
inevitable end result of chute malfunction has to this date taken precedent. In
similar fashion, the anticipation and dread of pain may protect us by keeping
us engaged in safer activities.


 


Another positive
aspect of suffering is its instructive nature. It tends to teach us what
is best. The physical pain of touching that hot stove teaches me never again to
touch it or other hot objects. Emotional suffering acts in the same manner. The
inner turmoil caused by our anger, jealousy, hatred, and selfishness is a call
to shun that type of behavior in the future. Although experiencing such pain
and suffering does not guarantee compliance with its message, the fact remains
that some instruction is thereby imparted, and our world would be so much the
better were each of us to heed it.


 


Yet another of
suffering’s good qualities, though one often overemphasized and misused, is its
disciplinary function. According to many, suffering may at times be the
tool used by God to chasten us. Like the sting of the hickory stick on the
rowdy child’s leg, some of our suffering may be our just deserve for the things
we have done and a needed incentive to alter our subsequent behavior. I think,
however, that one treads on shaky ground when such claims are made in dogmatic
fashion. It is one thing to occasionally label someone’s suffering a natural
consequence of his or her action. We all know that lung cancer is often a
result of lifelong smoking, that serious accidents frequently stem from
reckless driving, and that hatred thrown our way is many times nothing other
than our hatred returned. But it is quite another thing to say that God Himself
did these things for the express purpose of punishing us. He, indeed, may have,
but I do not think we have a lot of solid ground to stand on when we make this
kind of claim. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus twice dismissed the idea that depth of
suffering is proportional to magnitude of sin.1 And let me remind
you that the three friends of Job, very much the antagonists of that story,
were unwavering in their belief that all suffering is penal. Granted that some
of it may be, I think it would be best if we would seldom ascribe this motive
to God. We do not know His motives; certainly, they do not always coincide with
our opinions. When we suspect that God’s discipline is at work in suffering, I
think it would be better to lend a helping hand than to point an accusing
finger.


 


To continue our
list, I have not mentioned the appreciative function of suffering, how
it encourages us to count our blessings. Just this morning I awoke to discover
the electricity off at my house. It remained so for the next three hours.
During that time I began to realize how much I take it for granted. When it was
restored, I appreciated more than ever all the conveniences it brings. In the
same way, our times of tremendous pain and suffering can be a means by which we
come to appreciate the happy and joyous periods of life. Grace Hawthorne, in
these lyrics from a 1970s youth musical, states this as well as anyone:


 


Would you cherish loving arms


      if you’d never shed a tear?


Would you welcome going home


      if you’d never been away?


Would you treasure guiding hands


      if you’d never been alone?


Would you value having hope


      if you’d never known despair?


Would you treasure being safe


      if you’d never lost your way?


Would you cherish gentle words


      if you’d never been afraid?


I don’t think so2


 


Next, we come to
suffering’s inspirational aspect, the tendency of suffering and pain to
bring men and women to their knees. It seems that suffering invokes in us a
willingness to seek God that is often lacking in better times. We are more apt
then to listen to what God has been saying all along. C. S. Lewis, referring to
suffering as “God’s megaphone,” says that He “whispers to us in our pleasures,
speaks to us in our conscience, but shouts to us in our pains.”3
Whether or not this is suffering’s primary function is open to debate, but it
cannot be argued that times of deep suffering seem to coincide with times of
deep devotion.


 


Along the same
lines, suffering is frequently motivational. In the aftermath of intense
suffering, goals are often reset and life’s work redirected. The person may
emerge from the experience on a mission and with a passion theretofore unknown.
I could cite numerous examples: the founder of Mothers Against Drunk Driving,
the host of America’s Most Wanted, the organizers of so many AIDS
awareness groups, those family members who trained for and completed the New
York Marathon in honor of the heroes of 9/11, the singer and songwriter who
wrote the year’s best song after his son’s tragic death, the Vietnam War
veterans who lobbied for a national memorial to their fallen comrades, the
surgeon who established Advanced Trauma Life Support after losing his wife and
daughters in a Nebraska plane crash, the basketball player who dedicated the
entire season to his cancer-stricken mother, and the wife of the famous golfer
who established a benevolent foundation in his memory. Each of these
individuals, once paralyzed by enormous suffering, later used this very
suffering as the springboard to enormous deeds.


 


Nor in these pages
have I spoken of suffering as congregational. I have not referred to the
effect of suffering on the community as a whole, especially on those not
personally experiencing it. Leslie D. Weatherhead has rightly noted why the
suffering of others evokes in us such strong feelings. “The very essence of our
best self,” he writes, “is to love, and love wants to share not only pleasures
but pain... The thought which, for the noblest men and women on earth, would
make life intolerable if carried into effect, is that they should be excluded
totally from the pain of others.”4 When intense suffering strikes
another human being—be that person linked to us by blood, locale, or merely by
species—we instinctively feel compelled to “take up the family burden.”5
The more that person suffers, especially when the suffering seems most
undeserved, the more we spring to the rescue to offer assistance and assurance.
Suffering, therefore, calls forth from within the non-sufferer the best human
nature has to offer. It summons us from isolation to community, and this has to
be viewed as one of its most positive outgrowths.


 


Lastly, and most
glaringly to some of you, I have failed to mention even once the supernatural
aspect of suffering. I have not once spoken of the devil, his demons, and the
war they wage in the supernatural realm against all that is good. This exclusion
should, if nothing else, reveal how strong my intention was to keep us on the
right page. What we are seeking to discover in this book is the nature of God,
not the nature of the devil. Now there is a lot of debate about the latter as
well as the former. Some people will tell you that there is no need to talk of
a personal devil. They believe that all suffering in the world stems from the
way God has arranged it. They point to the rigidity of the natural laws and our
freedom of choice as the origin of everything bad. Others take the more
traditional route, stating that evil first arose in the supernatural realm—when
the angel Satan rebelled against God–—and that Earth is now the front of this
spiritual battle. They see all suffering as the direct or indirect result of unseen
powers of evil around us.


 


For better or worse,
I will at this time refrain from entering this debate. To offer my opinion
about the matter now would be tantamount to getting us off-course. My task is
to guide you up the slope of God’s nature, and I refuse to be drawn into an
argument, no matter how important it is, that leads us elsewhere. What would
you think of a guide in Washington, D.C. who, while standing in the White
House, gave you the unabridged history of Ford’s Theater? You would think or
say to him: “Enough, man! Save that for a later date. While in the White House,
focus on the White House!” In the same way, I will be the best guide I can be
and speak while on the slope of God’s nature of things pertaining to God’s nature.
I will save the nature of the devil for a later date.


 


Before I do,
however, let me issue a couple of cautions. Those of you who do not believe in
a personal devil must be careful not to trivialize evil as “just the way God
made things.” You must resist the temptation to see the emergence of evil in
the same way you see the blooming of a flower. A flower is consistent with
God’s nature; evil is not. It is good to pour water on a flower, but evil must
never be watered-down. To those who do believe in a personal devil, let me warn
you not to over-rationalize the evil you do, blaming it all on Satan. “The
devil made me do it” may be fine comedy, but it is horrible theology. If
nothing else in religion is clear, this one thing is: we are responsible for
our actions. For sure, we may be tempted by others to go the wrong way. For
certain, the unique circumstances of our lives may make us more likely than our
neighbor to commit this or that sin. Still, the decision whether or not to so
act rests squarely on our shoulders. Perhaps God will take into account the
circumstances we face in life when we kneel before Him after death. I, for one,
have faith that He will, for I believe Him to be infinitely just. This does
not, however, get any of us off the hook now. The man who jumps into the water
of his own accord and the gentleman who does so after much coaxing from family
and friends are both equally wet and have their own selves to blame. Our
society must rid itself of the notion that someone else is responsible for our
bad choices.


 


These, then, are the
positive aspects of suffering, the parts I neglected to mention until now. It
is important to remember that the sufferer does not usually recognize these
benefits until late in the grief process. They may ring true to those not
presently in the throes of intense suffering, but they are of little comfort to
anyone so afflicted. Suffering may be perceived in a brighter light later, but
never in the darkest of night. The woman who places her hand on the hot stove
may at some later date be thankful that the painful stimulus protected her from
further injury. She may tomorrow be mindful of the instruction she just
received in kitchen safety. She may someday be inclined, if she was told to
stay away from the stove, to see the whole thing as the discipline she
deserved. Having experienced such pain, she most certainly will cherish more
than ever her first day without it. She may in the long run reflect on the way
the incident brought her closer to God and motivated her to establish in her
home an accident prevention policy. She most likely will receive in the ensuing
days many cards and calls from her caring community. She may in subsequent
conversations refer to the role of nature’s laws or Satan’s voice in the whole
ordeal. But at the moment she puts her hand to the stove, all that she can
focus on is the fact that she is hurting more than she thinks she can bear. If
this is the case with her, it must be even more so for those who suffer the
pain of losing their health or their loved ones. This is why pastors,
chaplains, and doctors are trained not to speak of the positive dimension of
suffering beside a hospital bed or casket. References to the good that will one
day come usually serve no purpose in the acuity of grief. And that is why it
was appropriate for me, having written this book with my eyes focused on acute
sufferers, to wait until now to give suffering’s positive side its due.

















Day 59 – the inescapable tension


 


 


My experience of
God is of being transcendent and immanent all at once.  –SISTER MADONNA KOLBENSCHLAG


 


 


Almost every one of
us can remember a time in childhood when we went to a playground to have some
fun on the slide, monkey bars, and swing. In addition, we usually spent some
time on the seesaw, and I want to use it to illustrate the dynamics of dealing
with the nature of God. Imagine yourself standing on that seesaw, straddling
its center so that your right foot is on one side of the fulcrum and your left
foot is on the other side. Now pretend that your job is to keep either end of
the seesaw from hitting the ground. I can remember doing this years ago and
recall the shifting tension under my feet. To keep both ends of the seesaw off
the ground required of me constant adjustments in my weight distribution. These
were small adjustments, mind you, but if I stopped making them for one second,
the seesaw became unbalanced and one end struck the ground. To keep both ends
aloft, I was forced at all times to deal with the tension beneath me.


 


The attributes of
God’s nature often appear to be on opposite ends of a spectrum. On one end,
there is the picture of God as transcendent—far, far above us. On the other
end, there is the view of Him as immanent—very, very near us. To our left, He
is the merciful God; to our right, the God as tough as nails. He is omnipotent
Creator and sacrificial Savior, the Revealer of Himself to us and the One
forever hidden from us, Unity yet also Three-in-One. God, on the one hand, is
absolutely sovereign; on the other hand sits the presence of evil in our world.
He seems at times active and forceful, at other times passive and distant. He
is righteous and holy, yet allows sin to reign in lives. His justice is
tempered by His longsuffering mercy, His Person juxtaposed to His Spirit. To
the Christian, He is God become man, everlasting Father and crucified Son, the
Ruler of a Kingdom that is “at hand” yet is still to come.


 


Over the years, I
have found myself coming to accept these dynamics as integral parts of the
religious experience. I have come to believe that all of us stand on a seesaw
called faith, constantly striving to maintain balance. At first, it all seems
rather awkward to us. Indeed, we would like to have the tension in our hearts
and minds removed. But over time, just like on that playground, the constant
adjustments become easier and more natural. Eventually we begin to enjoy and
savor the activity, realizing how vibrant faith has become. Faith in God
becomes eternally relevant as we stand over the fulcrum of the divine paradox.
If our faith is true faith, then to expect anything else is sheer folly. We
cannot avoid this tension, for the object of our faith is the God whose nature
stretches into infinity. This tension, says John Bright, is our “natural
habitat.”1 No other should we seek or desire.


 


One further seesaw
analogy, and I’m finished. When we ride the seesaw the conventional way, one
person on each end, it takes a joint effort to keep it going. I have to pull
when you push. I release my weight as you bear yours. To seesaw successfully,
then, there must be cooperation. That’s what makes seesawing fun. No one likes
it when one person takes control, suspending the person on the other end in
air. That might be fun for a while, but eventually it wears thin. The one in
the air will usually jump off and move elsewhere. So it is in the seesaw of
life. Cooperation with those on the other side is our best option. We may never
agree with them. They may always remain on the opposite side of faith. But we
must strive to live with them in harmony. The Ruler of our “playground” has
made this very clear.

















Day 60 – the summit
of God's nature


 


 


The God we
proclaim to you today is not the “vague abstraction” of the
philosophers or the “insubstantial shadow” of the New Agers, but the “mighty
personality” who speaks to Job from the storm. He is the living
God... He offers something infinitely better than we could have imagined: the
vision of himself as the Creator of the universe who, ultimately, is on our side.   –FLEMING RUTLEDGE


 


 


We began this second
leg of our religious journey armed with a single truth: the existence of God.
We set on a course to see what, if anything, can be known about Him. We elected
to keep as our reference point the universe around us. By observing nature, we
sought to discern in part the nature of God. And this we did:


 


Gazing at the universe’s design, we acknowledged
the creativity, omnipotence, activity, volition, sovereignty, and omniscience
of God.


 


From the sense of fairness within us, we concluded
that He is moral, righteous, and holy.


 


Humanity’s belief in the supernatural led us to
view God as revelatory, relational, transcendent, and gracious. That this
divine-human rapport came at such a high risk and price—the entrance of evil
and suffering into the world—was to us ample evidence of its importance.


 


By looking at our positive characteristics, we
determined that what is good in us must spring from His Being, that our love
comes from a loving God and our sense of justice and purpose comes from a just
and purposeful God. Since He gives us life and breath and ingrains in us so
many of His traits, we also began to speak of Him as omnipresent.


 


Then we listened to personal testimonies about God
from believers of all ages. Many claimed to have in some way experienced Him. They
spoke of His relevance and transforming power. We heard them pray and marveled
at the thought of the Infinite God in fellowship with finite humans.
Incredibly, some told us that the Infinite had once become finite, God become
man, so that we might know Him, relate to Him, and follow Him as never before.
They also proclaimed that this transcendent God, who once descended to us in
person, now indwells us in spirit. He is the God beyond us, among us, within
us: a God worthy of our worship.


 


So where does this
leave you? Where do you stand as this leg of our journey comes to a close? Many
of you, I am sure, have not yet embraced Christianity. As you stand on the
summit of God’s nature, belief in Christ (if it ever comes) may be weeks or
months away. This is not discouraging to me. Although I would be delighted if
it happened now, leading you to faith in Christ was not this book’s purpose. At
its close, I ask you to believe only the following: (1) that the universe makes
the most sense if God exists, and (2) that the universe reveals in part the
nature of God. Nothing else thus far has been offered to you in full. Nothing
else at this time is expected of you. But also nothing less.


 


We will soon embark
on the next leg of our journey. Our mission will be to explore human nature. At
that time I will ask you to look at yourself in the mirror and describe what
you see. If you are still an atheist or agnostic, you will see a child of the
universe staring back at you. If you believe in God, you may see something
quite different.

















AFTERWORD


 


When the subject is
the nature of God, an attempt is being made to describe something beyond
description. The assignment is to help another see the Unseen, to convey a
mental image of the One who transcends all thought. This is a formidable task,
to say the least. In some respects, it is impossible. And, from Day 1, this has
been the difficulty I have faced. Trying to show you what God is like by asking
you to look at His universe is like asking you to discern what a screenwriter is
like by observing his movie. Some things can be gleaned, but a lot remains a
mystery.


 


Even when the
subject is something other than God, it is hard to communicate to others what
they have yet to see. A visitor to the Grand Canyon finds it very difficult to
relate its topography to someone who has never been there. Likewise, astronauts
have a challenge revealing to us exactly what it is like in space. In the same
way, the hearing-impaired are unlikely to fully understand the beauty of a
symphony or the blind the splendor of the sunset. We thus find ourselves at a
distinct disadvantage whenever we seek to put into words an experience unique
to us. And if this be the case, how much harder would it be to describe
something—like God—that neither party has seen?


 


This is the daunting
task of any theologian, pastor, or lay teacher. Like those blind men in the
poem (Day 25), each of them is trying to describe something not one of them can
see. In such cases, their only recourse is to rely on analogy, metaphor, and simile. 
Simply put, the unknown must be compared and contrasted with what is known. The
elephant, the blind man tells us, is like a broad wall or a sharp spear. God,
the theologian tells us, is like a powerful king or a loving father. Each is
resorting to analogy, simply because there is no other alternative when describing
what is yet unseen.


 


But this leads us
straight into a common and grievous error of theology: excessive
anthropomorphism. We begin to think of God too much in human terms. Please do
not misunderstand me. To speak of seeking God's “face” or being safe in His
“arms” is not in and of itself wrong. Nor is it off-limits to say that God
“walks” and “talks” with us or that He “sees” every tear and “hears” every cry.
Such analogical references, for the reasons just given, are to be expected.
Indeed, they seem to be our only recourse. The problem comes when we begin to
equate the analogy with who God actually is and what He actually does. If
metaphor is taken literally, God can become to us merely a super-human, not a
transcendent Being. Belief in God, and the practical application thereof, can
become much too narrow and limited.


 


This is a real and
subtle danger, one that awaits us whenever we forget that we are speaking
analogically about God. Mortimer J. Adler, in How to Think about God,
agrees:


 


When anything
positive is said about God, it must be said analogically. It cannot be said
univocally or literally. When, for example, we say that God lives, that God
knows, and that God wills, we must never forget that we cannot use the words
“lives,” “knows,” and “wills” in the same sense we apply these words to human
beings or anything else... We are
forever limited to making positive statements that are at once negatively
qualified: “God really exists, but not in the way that anything else really
exists.” That constraint must be observed in every positive remark we make
about God: “God knows, but not in the way human beings know”—not by
observation, reflection, or thought, not by perception or by reasoning, and so
on. “God wills, but not in the way human beings will”; “God acts voluntarily,
but not in the way human beings act voluntarily”; “God lives, but not in the
way that human beings live”—not by interaction with the environment, not by the
ingestion of nutriment, not by growing and declining, not as subject to health
and disease, not as a result of being born, not as doomed to die. Only by
adding all the “nots” we can possibly think of every time we say something
positive about God can we avoid the anthropomorphism that is both
unphilosophical and irreligious.1


 


C. S. Lewis, the
theologian and Christian, agrees with Adler, the philosopher and theist, that
all talk of God is metaphorical:


 


What did the
early Christians believe? Did they believe that God really has a material palace in the sky and that
He received His Son in a decorated state chair placed a little to the
right of His own?—or did they not? The answer is that the alternative we
are offering was probably never present to their minds at all. As soon
as it was present, we know quite well which side of the fence they came
down. As soon as the issue of Anthropomorphism was explicitly before the
Church in, I think, the second century, Anthropomorphism was condemned.
The Church knew the answer (that God has no body and therefore couldn’t
sit in a chair) as soon as it knew the question... It is very probable that
most...of the first generation Christians never thought of their faith
without anthropomorphic imagery. But this does not in the least mean
that the essence of their belief was concerned with details about a celestial
throne room. That was not what they valued, or what they were prepared to die
for. Any one of them who went to Alexandria and got a philosophical
education would have recognized the imagery at once for what it was, and would
not have felt that his belief had been altered in any way that mattered...


 


We are invited to
restate our belief in a form free from metaphor and symbol. The reason we don’t
is that we can’t. We can, if you like, say “God entered history” instead of
saying “God came down to earth.” But, of course, “entered” is just as
metaphorical as “came down.” You have only substituted horizontal or undefined
movement for vertical movement. We can make our language duller; we cannot make
it less metaphorical...2


 


This, then, is the
twofold dilemma we face when our subject is the nature of the Unseen God. To
speak metaphorically is all that we can do, but this is the very thing that can
get us into trouble. In short, it is quite permissible to compare God, but a
grave mistake to equate Him, with something else. God, we must never forget,
has no equal.


 


If this caveat is
heeded, however, much about God can be grasped through such analogy. Jesus uses
this approach when he compares the potential of the Kingdom of God to a mustard
seed and its value to a pearl of great price. In other parables he compares
God’s nature to that of a loving father awaiting his lost son and to that of a
gracious householder forgiving an enormous debt. There is never the slightest
hint that Jesus here is speaking literally. Parabolic analogy and metaphor are
at work. Yet, by using (but never straining) such comparisons, Jesus is able to
impart to his listeners a more accurate belief in God. What’s more, the way he
lives and dies helps them better understand who God is. Jesus, therefore, is
able to reveal God’s nature as never before through analogous stories and a
representative life. In like manner, it is possible for us to learn about God
via comparison and contrast, as long as we remember that God always transcends
such comparisons. We must forever hear the prophetic voice rhetorically chiding
us as he did his contemporaries: “To whom will you liken God?”3


 


This, I think, helps
us see more clearly the difference between knowledge and belief. The former is
a function of what we see, the latter a product of what we can’t see. We know
that a baseball is hard and round, because we have held it in our hands. We
know that the earth is solid and secure under our feet, for we have walked
across its surface. This is why a pitcher falls to the ground when a baseball
is hit straight back at his head. He is certain that the ball is hard and round
and will hurt him and that the earth under his feet is solid and secure and
will support him, so he takes the appropriate action to prevent injury. In this
case, sight leads to knowledge, knowledge to certainty, and certainty to
action. But when we come to theology, knowledge can take us only so far, never
to the point of certainty. Our subject is the Unseen God, and our knowledge of
Him is incomplete. Yet we are forced to act on the knowledge that we have. This
educated leap in the dark is what defines true belief. It is action taken in
the midst of uncertainty. This is why the Bible says, “We live by faith, not by
sight.”4


 


When dealing with
anything unknown or with something partially known, and when there is little
possibility that complete knowledge will come, the gap of uncertainty must be
bridged by faith. Defined this way, faith is essential to our everyday lives.
We may not use the term itself (because we tend to limit it to things
pertaining to God and religion), but we exercise faith more than we realize. We
meet cars approaching us on the highway or crossing us at intersections, and we
have no guarantee that the drivers inside them will act toward our mutual
safety. Yet, in faith, we forge ahead. We stop and ask for directions to an
unfamiliar restaurant and then, in faith, proceed to follow them. Once there,
we eat our meal in faith, trusting that the food is safe. If we are a public
figure and are approached as we eat by a newspaper reporter, we may grant an
interview in good faith, hoping for a fair and favorable article. In each
instance we have acted when the outcome is less than 100% certain, guided by
the knowledge we possess.


 


Faith, then, is
traversing the gap between what is known and what is not. With driving, eating,
obtaining directions, and granting interviews, the leap of faith required is
rather short. Quite a bit is already known from past experience and common
sense. Not much is uncertain. When we are dealing with God, however, the chasm
before us is much wider. We know far less and have quite a bit farther to jump.
We must take a running start to land on the other side.


 


British clergyman
Leslie D. Weatherhead uses this same mental image to beautifully describe the
dynamics of faith:


 


I want the reader
to have a picture in his mind. At the top of an isolated, rocky islet, standing alone in a
tempest-tossed sea, is a most beautiful garden. The cliffs, which form
the jungly coastline of the mainland, are very near to it. But let us
imagine that the chasm between it is such that it is impossible to
scramble down the shore cliffs, across the space at the bottom and climb
the isolated crag. Let us imagine that no bridge is possible and that the only
way to get to that garden of desire is to take a run on the mainland and make
an adventurous leap... Then let us imagine that several roads lead toward this
chasm, but some are rough and stony and covered with boulders. They haven’t
been used for a long time. It would be difficult to make the requisite run
along them. They have fallen into disrepair... Yet there is one road, cleared
and repaired, every inch of it tested, along which one could run easily and
swiftly, and the end is firm and strong. This gives us the best chance of a
successful leap.


 


...The leap is
the leap of faith which lands us in the place where the soul is content, where
the mind can rest. The leap is necessary. That place where the soul
rests...cannot be reached without faith. There must be the leap, with risk and
uncertainty. Roads which are largely disused, and have fallen into disrepair,
are credulity, for instance, and superstition. By credulity I mean the mind’s
ability to accept ideas without adequate evidence. By superstition I mean
irrational fear of the unknown. The best road is the road of science. I do not,
of course, mean science in the narrow sense. When one uses the word “science” one
finds that some folk interpret the word to mean only the physical
sciences—chemistry and astronomy and physics, for instance. We must remember
that theology and psychology are sciences too.


 


...The leap of
faith, I hold, is best made by proceeding down that road that gives a good run
and a firm jumping-off ground, the road of tested, scientific knowledge...
Faith is said to have nothing to do with knowledge. Nothing could be more
misleading. For myself I think it is difficult to exaggerate the value of making
the mind, week after week, take time to study and understand the ways of God to
man. Few things can be more important than to know what the most enlightened
minds of our age are telling us about the nature of God and his work in the
world.


 


But God is known
also in other ways—the inner light, the devotional experience, the touch of
beauty, the warm glow of truth perceived as well as reached through logical
argument; the manifestation of his nature through the goodness of men and women
and the love of a little child; the biblical revelation and the stern message
of history; the observation of God’s ways in the laboratory and in the majestic
march of planets through the sky.


 


In countless ways
God can be known, and the more he is known the more is a strong faith possible.5


 


The theologian,
pastor, or lay teacher—whose seemingly impossible mission is to relate the
existence and nature of the Unseen God—is thus not without ample material. He
or she has at hand the wonder of the universe, the discoveries of science, the
logic of philosophy, the arguments of theology, the proclamation of the Bible,
and the testimony of believers. All these can be used to encourage others to
make a running leap of faith to the other side, where communion with God awaits
the believer.


 


Faith, you see,
always has an object. It is faith in something. That something
may be an oncoming driver, restaurant owner, local (direction-yielding)
resident, or newspaper reporter. We may place our faith in a doctor, financial
planner, coach, or plumber. But when it comes to the soul, the object of its
faith is God and its final destination, on the other side of the leap, is a
“coming-to-one” with Him. Fellowship with God is what awaits across the chasm,
and theologians, pastors, and lay teachers must never forget that it is to such
a leap and to such a place that they are to direct all men and women under
their tutelage.


 


Clearing for you a
good runway has in large part been my objective in these first two volumes. The
leap to the other side I must leave to you. Despite all the doubts and
questions before you, it is a leap worth taking. That “beautiful garden,” not
the mainland, is where you were created to be. Augustine was right years ago.
Our souls will never be at peace until we, by faith, rest in God. “We pine,”
says one writer, “...to bridge some chasm that yawns between us and reality.”
Our “lifelong nostalgia(is) to be reunited with something in the universe from
which we now feel cut off, to be on the inside of some door which we have always
seen from the outside.” Stepping inside that door, leaping to that other side,
“would be glory and honour beyond all our merits and also the healing of that
old ache.”6 


 


Thus each of us
stands with both feet firmly planted on one side of a chasm. Those of you who
have yet to make the leap—especially those of you who now stand overlooking the
precipice contemplating whether or not to make a run for it—must realize that a
choice is inescapable. You must choose whether to stay where you are or move to
the other side. To say “no” or remain undecided is a decision against faith; to
say “yes” and make the leap is faith itself. If the former you choose, you will
continue to live and move only in the world of knowledge. You will miss the
richness and the wonder that accompany faith. You will forever find yourself on
the wrong side of the door, unsure whether or not to enter. If and when you
choose to knock on that door, it will open before you. That, Jesus says, is
certain.7 Whether or not you will walk through it when it does is an
entirely different matter.


 


On the other side of
that door is the God whose nature we have just explored. The universe is His;
the choice is yours. One step through that door and you will see God in a
different light. You will see yourself differently, too, for you will begin to
see yourself as He sees you. This, according to Lewis (in a 1941 sermon at
Oxford University), is the most glorious wonder on the other side:


 


I read in a
periodical the other day that the fundamental thing is how we think of God. By God Himself, it is not! How
God thinks of us is not only more important, but infinitely more
important. Indeed, how we think of Him is of no importance except
insofar as it is related to how He thinks of us. It is written that we
shall “stand before” Him, shall appear, shall be inspected. The promise
of glory is the promise...that some of us, that any of us who really
chooses, shall actually survive that examination, shall find approval
with God, shall please God. To please God...to be a real ingredient in
the divine happiness...to be loved by God, not merely pitied, but
delighted in as an artist delights in his work or a father in a son—it
seems impossible, a weight or burden of glory which our thoughts can hardly
sustain. But so it is.8 


 


So can it be it for
those of you who now stand on the threshold of that door, at the edge of that
cliff. On the other side—just a small step into the dark for some, a running
leap into the unknown for others—awaits the Creator’s delight and the creature’s
peace. That step, that leap is yours to take or refuse. One step of faith
through that closed door and you will discover God’s open arms. One leap of
faith into that chasm of darkness and you will be surrounded by the Light of
the world.


 


Never could the
choice be so obvious. Never could the moment be more appropriate. Never could
the stakes be any higher. Take the step. Make the leap. Rest in God.
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1To many, God’s existence is as self-evident as their own.
Questioning the existence of God never crosses their minds. To them, “[t]he
nonexistence of God has become an impossibility, not in the sense of something
illogical (such as a square circle), but as something unthinkable (such as my
nonexistence).” –Winfried Corduan, No Doubt About It (Nashville: Broadman
and Holman, 1997), 49.


2Edward K. Boyd and Gregory A. Boyd, Letters from a
Skeptic (Colorado Springs: Chariot Victor, 1994), 49.


3Quoted in Phillip Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 21.


4Edward K. Boyd and Gregory A. Boyd, Letters from a
Skeptic, 58.


5Quoted in Phillip Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God,
99.


6Edward K. Boyd and Gregory A. Boyd, Letters from a
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7Quoted in Philip Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God,
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8Mitchell Winthrop, “Letters to the
Editor,” Time, November 11, 2004, p. 11.


 


 


Day 4


1In this book, for the same practical
reasons as before, I will use the traditional male pronoun for God. (See 5
Reasons, “Endnotes,” Day 6.)


 


 


Day 5


1At bare minimum, I hope the reader of 5
Reasons would at book’s end agree with Mortimer J. Adler:


 


The conclusion that God exists has not been proven or demonstrated.
Nothing that has been said should result in conviction with certitude. I, for
one, am left with something less than that, but something that
is, in my judgment, more desirable than its opposite. I am
persuaded that God exists, either beyond a reasonable doubt or by a
preponderance of reasons in favor of that conclusion over reasons against it. 
I am, therefore, willing to terminate this inquiry with the statement that I
have reasonable grounds for affirming God’s existence.  – How to Think
About God (New York: Collier, 1980), 150.


2Exodus 3:14


 


 


Day 9


1Psalm 19:1


2Ephesians 2:10


 


 


Day 18


1C. S. Lewis makes this point in Mere
Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1943) as part of his moralistic argument
for God.


 


 


Day 20


1The sixth chapter of Isaiah


 


 


Day 25


1Childcraft (Chicago: Field Enterprises Educational,
1961), volume two, 122-123.


2Romans 3:9-12


 


 


Day 26


1Mark 12:30


 


 


Day 28


1Jeremiah 20:14-18; Job 3:1-26


 


 


Day 30


1Winfried Corduan, No Doubt About It,
137-38.


 


 


Day 35


1My belief that God is a miracle-worker
centers on the resurrection of Jesus Christ. I believe the evidence of history
points toward the veracity of this event. If so, it is ample testimony that God
does occasionally do the miraculous in the universe.


 


 


Day 36


1The story of Job most likely was passed orally for hundreds
of years before given written expression. It seems, according to most scholars,
to have been compiled in two stages. The narrative prologue (chapters one and
two) and epilogue (42:7ff) were written about the time of David and Solomon
(1000-800 BC). The body was added later by an anonymous poet of the Exile
(sixth century BC).


22:13


33:23


4The first discourse of Eliphaz comprises all of chapters
four and five.


5Job’s reply to Eliphaz: chapters six and seven


6Bildad’s first discourse: chapter eight


7Job’s reply to Bildad: chapters nine and ten


8The first discourse of Zophar: chapter 11


913:18


1015:1-6


1116:1-17


1218:1-8


1319:6-7, 23-24


1420:4-5


1531:5-40


 


 


Day 37


138:4-11


238:12-21


338:22-30


438:31-38


538:39-39:30


640:1-2


740:3-5


840:7-9


940:15-41:8 (These verses depict God’s power and victory
over Behemoth and Leviathan, both ancient symbols of the forces of chaos and
evil.)


1041:10-11


1142:1-6


1242:5


13Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger,
ed., “Annotations,” The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha
(New York: Oxford, 1977), 654-5.


 


 


Day 38


1Harold Kushner, in When Bad Things Happen to Good People
(New York: Schocken, 1981), says that God cannot violate the laws of
nature, prevent chance occurrences, or act against our free will. I say that
God can do all these things but usually does not. To me, there is a big
difference between the statements “God cannot” and “God can, but seldom does.”
The former is a limitation of His power, the latter an elevation of His
sovereignty.


2The distant God of the deist appears apathetic about
morality and justice. See Day 50’s reading.


3Although very few people have tried to limit God’s
goodness, Albert Camus and Elie Wiesel (both Nobel Prize winners) do just that.
See Winfried Corduan, No Doubt About It, 129.


4Some people claim that God, by permitting sin and suffering
to enter the world, has temporarily lost some of His sovereignty. While I agree
that God has allowed evil to flourish, this does not signal to me that He has
lost any control. He still has total say-so and total power. If sovereignty,
stripped to its roots, means “It’s His choice,” then He is no less sovereign in
choosing to allow suffering than if He had chosen otherwise. And if He is
capable at any time of putting an end to evil once and for all, then He is
still in control of the universe. His delay to so act—manifested by the
continued presence of evil in the world—cannot be viewed as a question of His
hands being tied. (Omnipotent hands are never tied!) The question is how, not
if, He chooses to control the world. There is a big difference to me between a
God who allows evil and is incapable of doing anything about it and a God who
allows it but is able to close the deal at any moment.


5Open theists are often accused of limiting God’s knowledge
of future events. Although the charge may stem from a misinterpretation of
their position, the temptation does exist to begin to view God’s knowledge as
less than infinite. (For more on open theism, I refer you to the writings of
Gregory A. Boyd.)


6Exodus 3-4, Isaiah 6, Job 38-42


 


 


Day 39


1Sartre, a French atheist and existentialist, proclaimed the
universe to be amoral. “If God does not exist,” he wrote, “we have no values or
commands to turn to which legitimize our conduct... [W]e have no excuse behind
us, no justification before us. We are alone...” [“Existentialism,” Existentialism
and Human Emotions (trans. Bernard Frechtman; New York: Philosophical
Library, 1957), 22]. Freud agreed that absolute morality does not exist,
stating that he had “no need for a higher moral synthesis” [Quoted in Arnold M.
Nicholi, Jr., The Question of God (New York: Free Press, 2002), 63]. In
addition, Freud dismissed the possibility of true purpose: “The moment a man
questions the meaning and value of life, he is sick, since objectively neither
has any existence” [Ernest L. Freud, ed., Letters of Sigmund Freud
(London: Hogarth, 1961), 432]. To which Sartre rather tersely added, “It is
meaningless that we are born; it is meaningless that we die” [Ronald Hepburn,
in Antony Flew and Alasdair, New Essays in Philosophical Theory (New
York: Macmillan, n.d.), 140]. Regarding love, Freud defined it merely as
conscious and unconscious sexuality. “Nothing runs so strongly counter to the
original human nature” as true love. “Obscure, unfeeling and unloving powers
determine men’s fate” (Quoted in Nicholi, Jr., The Question of God, 176,
204). Any thought of justice in the universe was also considered absurd. The
universe, Freud said, does not reward good and punish evil (Ibid., 205-6). His
and Sartre’s denial of love, justice, purpose, and morality in the universe is
in keeping with the writings of atheists in general.


2See 5 Reasons, Day 49.


3Ibid., Day 48.
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1C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 44.


2Ibid., 45.


3Quoted in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian
Quotations, 320.


4Steve Kumar, Christianity for Skeptics (Peabody,
Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 2000), 52.


5Gregory A. Boyd and Edward K. Boyd, Letters
from a Skeptic, 56.


 


 


Day 41


1Matthew 28:20


2That God is ever-present does not mean
that everything is God. The latter is pantheism. In pantheism, God is all and
all is God. God and the world are one and the same. Pantheists believe that the
tree in your yard, the rock in your path, and the puddle in your driveway are
God. What’s more, pantheists believe that each of us, as a part of the world,
is God. This self-deification is the mantra of the eastern religions and the
foundation of the New Age movement. To me, it has no appeal or authenticity.
Call me unenlightened, if you must, but I have never been able to look in the
mirror and exclaim with any confidence, “I am God.” Much to the contrary, what
I am most often compelled to say is, “I am God's.” That there is big difference
between the two is rather obvious.
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1First John 4:8,16


2Frederick M. Lehman, “The Love of God,” quoted in Kenneth
W. Osbeck, Amazing Grace (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2002), 46.


3Bruce Vaughn, “Does Suffering Build Character?” [n.p.],
March 22, 1997, p. 3.


4Miguel de Unamuno, The Tragic Sense of Life, trans.
J. E. Crawford Flitch (New York: Dover Publications, 1954).


5Hosea 11:1-4, 7-8 (RSV).


6Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Grace That Shaped my Life,” in
Kelly Monroe, Finding God at Harvard, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996),
156-58.


7First Corinthians 13:7-8


 


 


Day 43


1Words attr. to Frances Xavier; translated, Edward Caswell,
1849; in Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: Convention Press, 1975), Hymn 57.


2This alternate title was a favorite of Helmut Thielicke.
For more, read the analysis of this parable by Peter Rhea Jones in The
Teaching of the Parables (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1982).


3Luke 15:11-32


4C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity,
65.


 


 


Day 45


1Leslie D. Weatherhead, Why Do Men Suffer?
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1936), 134-5.


2Gregory A. Boyd, Letters from a Skeptic, 66-8.


3Leslie D. Weatherhead, The Will of God (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1972), 49-51.


 


 


Day 46


1Job 42:2


2Romans 8:28-39


3Isaiah 6:1-8


4Luke 15:11-31


 


 


Day 47


1Antony Flew, Patrick Glynn, Charles
Colson, C. S. Lewis, Mortimer J. Adler, and Lee Strobel are among the many
former atheists who, in light of scientific and/or philosophical evidence, have
begun to believe in God.


 


 


Day 48


1As enumerated in “Experiencing God–The
Musical” (Nashville: Genevox, 2000).


 


 


Day 49


1Anonymous, A Time to Be Free (New
York: Bantam Books, 1990), 50-56.


 


 


Day 50


1Despite appearances to the contrary, deists do not totally
deny God’s love and justice. They believe that at the end of the world He will
act once and for all in our behalf to set things right. Until then, however,
they cannot fathom any divine intervention in the world.


2Deism maintains a rather sizable following today. It
appeals especially to those who have come to believe in God but are not yet
convinced He does anything miraculous in the world. Antony Flew, a long-time
atheist who recently converted to theism, is one example of a contemporary
deist.


 


 


Day 52


1Philip Yancey, The Jesus I Never Knew (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1995), 44-45.


2Second Corinthians 4:6


 


 


Day 53


1I refer you to the writings of the
greatest minds in Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, and Zoroastrianism.
All affirm belief in only one God.


 


 


Day 54


1See Karen Armstrong, The History of God (New York:
Ballantine Books, 1993), 130.


2Matthew 28:18, First Corinthians 12:4-6, Second Corinthians
13:14, Ephesians 4:4-7, First Peter 1:2, Jude 20-21


3Robert A. Baker, A Summary of
Christian History (Nashville: Broadman, 1959), 62.


 


 


Day 57


1Some would here make a preemptive
strike against the Bible by reminding me that Christians tend to interpret
scripture differently, often leading to conflicting views of God. Indeed,
denominations exist today that proclaim God’s nature in disparate ways, despite
the fact that each uses the same Bible as its authoritative source. Others
would add that the Bible itself is inconsistent, the Old Testament portraying a
God of judgment partial to Israel, the New Testament proclaiming a God of love
accessible to Jew and Gentile alike. We will discuss this at length when we
look in-depth at the nature of the Bible. Until then, let me make one
concession to the skeptic and also one rebuttal. That Christian denominations
view the Bible and God in different ways cannot be denied. But I think it needs
to be acknowledged as well that much more agreement than disagreement exists
among them. The latter, like all bad news, gets more attention, but the truth
is that people of different denominations tend to agree with one another more
than each would imagine or would like to admit.
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1Luke 13:1-5


2Grace Hawthorne, “Would You” in Lightshine (Waco:
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3C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York:
Macmillan, 1962), 81.
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Afterword


1Mortimer J. Adler, How to Think About God (New York:
Collier, 1980), 162-163.


2C. S. Lewis, “Is Theology Poetry?” in The Weight of
Glory (San Francisco: Harper, 2001), 131-133.


3Isaiah 40:18, 44:7 


4Second Corinthians 5:7


5Leslie D. Weatherhead, Why Do Men Suffer, 165-66,
185.


6C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, 40, 42.


7Matthew 6:8


8C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, 39-40.

















BIBLIOGRAPHY
OF


DAILY
QUOTATIONS


 


 


(Quotations
in the body of the book 


are
referenced in the Endnotes.)


 


 


Day
1


Quoted
in Phillip Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God, 15.


 


Day
2


Quoted in Steve
Kumar, Christianity for Skeptics (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson
Publishers, 2000), 40.


Quoted
by Barry R. Levanthal in Christian Apologetics Journal, Spring 1998,
Vol.1, No.1.


 


Day
3


Philip
Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God, 9.


 


Day
4


Leslie
D. Weatherhead, Why Do Men Suffer? (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1936),
15.


 


Day
5


Paul
Chamberlain, Can We Be Good Without God? (Downer’s Grove: Ill.:
InterVaristy, 1996), 187.


 


Day
6


Quoted
in C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001),
17.


 


Day
7


Romans
1:19-20 RSV


 


Day
8


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations (Grand
Rapids: Baker Books, 2000), 88.


 


Day
9


Isaiah
40:28 RSV


 


Day
10


Isaac Watts, “I Sing the
Almighty Power of God” in Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: Convention Press,
1975), 154.


 


Day 11


Fleming Rutledge, Help My
Unbelief (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2000), 17,19.


 


Day 12


Quoted in Mark Water, The
New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 235.


 


Day
13


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 430.


 


Day
14


Quoted in Mark
Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 430.


Quoted
in C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald, 51.


 


Day
15


Psalm
139:1-4,6 (NIV).


 


Day
16


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 685.


 


Day
17


C.
S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001), 29.


 


Day
18


Steve
Kumar, Christianity for Skeptics, 26. 


 


Day
19


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 678.


 


Day
20


C. S. Lewis, Mere
Christianity, 31.


Isaiah
6:5 (KJV).


 


Day
21


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 406.


 


Day
22


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 410.


 


Day
23


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 581.


 


Day
24


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 582.


 


Day
25


Leslie
D. Weatherhead, Why Do Men Suffer?, 9.


 


Day
26


Kathleen
Norris, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith (New York: Riverhead Books,
1998), 109.


 


Day
27


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 444.


 


Day
28


Quoted
in Steve Kumar, Christianity for Skeptics, 51.


 


Day
29


Leslie
D. Weatherhead, The Will of God (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1972),
17-18.


 


Day
30


Kathleen
Norris, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, 103.


 


Day
31


Quoted
in Mark Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 900.


 


Day
32


Leslie
D. Weatherhead, Why Do Men Suffer?, 89.


 


Day
33


Quoted
in Fleming Rutledge, Help My Unbelief, 212.


 


Day
34


C.
S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan, 1962), 31.


 


Day
35


C.
S. Lewis, Miracles (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 140.


 


Day
36


Fleming
Rutledge, Help My Unbelief, 22.


 


Day
37


Quoted
in C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald, 79.


 


Day
38


Fleming
Rutledge, Help My Unbelief, 23.


 


Day
39


Gregory
A. Boyd and Edward K. Boyd, Letters from a Skeptic (Colorado Springs:
Chariot Victor, 1984), 54, 56.


 


Day
40


Norman
L. Geisler and Winfried Corduan, Philosophy of Religion (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1989), 347.


 


Day
41


Psalm
139:7 (NIV) 


 


Day
42


Nicholas
Wolterstorff, “The Grace That Shaped My Life,” in Kelly Monroe, Finding God
at Harvard (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 157.


 


Day
43


Kathleen
Norris, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, 317. 


 


Day
44


Leslie
D. Weatherhead, The Will of God, 55.


 


Day
45


Gregory A. Boyd, Letters
from a Skeptic, 66-8.


Leslie D.
Weatherhead, Why Do Men Suffer?, 134-5.


Leslie
D. Weatherhead, The Will of God, 49-51.


 


Day
46


Bruce
Vaughn, [n.p.], September, 1995.


 


Day
47


Paul
Wylie, “On Gravity and Lift,” in Kelly Monroe, Finding God at Harvard,
110.


 


Day
48


Charles
Malik, “The Wonder of Being,” in Kelly Monroe, Finding God at Harvard,
342.


 


Day
49


Quoted
in Charles Colson, Loving God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 173.


 


Day
50


Quoted
in C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald, 48.


 


Day
51


Quoted
in C. S. Lewis, George Macdonald, 65.


 


Day
52


John 1:14 (KJV)


Hebrews 1:1-3a
(NEB)


John
14:9 (NIV)


 


Day
53


Isaiah
45:22 (NIV)


 


Day
54


Kathleen
Norris, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, 291.


 


Day
55


Winfried
Corduan, No Doubt About It, (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1997), 33.


 


Day
56


Quoted
in C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald, 94.


 


Day
57


L. D. Johnson, An
Introduction to the Bible (Nashville: Convention Press, 1969), 131. 


 


Day 58


George Dell, The
Earth Abideth (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University, 1986), 317.


 


Day 59


Quoted in Mark
Water, The New Encyclopedia of Christian Quotations, 326.


 


Day 60


Fleming
Rutledge, Help My Unbelief, 25-26.





cover.jpeg
DEAR GOD,
YOU SURE DON'T ACT
LIKE YOU'RE ALIVE

Randall Stewart






