On Forgiving God

“I like your last paper (On Forgiving God).  Clear and incisive.  You are putting all that messed up religion (WCG) to some good purposes!  Thanks for so diligently re-working your thinking into a real gospel!” –Eugene Peterson

The Long Way Home


The prodigal’s return is full of ambiguities.  He is traveling in the right direction, but what confusion!  He admits that he was unable to make it on his own and confesses that he would get better treatment as a slave in his father’s home than as an outcast in a foreign land, but he is still far from trusting his father’s love.  He knows that he is still the son, but tells himself that he has lost the dignity to be called “son,” and he prepares himself to accept the status of a “hired man” so that he will at least survive.  There is repentance, but not a repentance in the light of the immense love of a forgiving God.  It is a self-serving repentance that offers the possibility of survival…it is like saying “Well, I couldn’t make it on my own, I have to acknowledge that God is the only resource left to me.  I will go to God and ask for forgiveness in the hope that I will receive a minimal punishment and be allowed to survive on the condition of hard labor.” God remains a harsh, judgmental God.  It is this God who makes me feel guilty and worried and calls up in me all these self-serving apologies.  Submission to this God does not create inner freedom, but breeds only bitterness and resentment... (Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son).


The story of the prodigal son, among other things, is a story in which God permits us, invites us and encourages us to experience the anger that we all have for him.
  In the story both sons have anger for the father.  The two sons represent a human polarity; his own righteousness and sense of duty enslave one son, the other son has surrendered to the passions of the flesh.  As Christians we all exist somewhere along the continuum.  We all have some of each son in us and we all share some of the anger of each.


That Nouwen was able to recognize, confess and work through his “God anger” is testimony to the level of grace that he had received from God.  Most of us are not in touch with this anger at all.  In that most of us have been severely “shamed” we wouldn’t even think of being angry with God.  Rather, our God anger usually comes out “sideways,” expressed toward self and others.  There may have been moral outrages committed against us and yet, wanting to be “Christian” we will deny it, showing up for Sunday services with frozen smiles pasted on.


Something should be said about anger at the outset.  Anger has received a bad rap among Christians.  Anger is only “bad” when it is expressed to a vindictive end, not a redemptive one.  “Righteous” anger is just that because it has as its aim redemption and restoration.  Indeed, anger is very much a part of the process of redemption. It is the “separating” emotion (e-motion, energy-in-motion
—John Bradshaw).  When we rightly express it (in socially acceptable measure) we are protesting against evil: anger sets the proper boundary, telling us that something is wrong and needs repair.  It is according to the “measure of faith” (Romans 12:3) God gives us that assures us that all God’s expressions of anger are ultimately redemptive in nature and not vindictive.  Anger is an important element in the grieving process.


Mature Christians are practical agnostics: they bank on nothing but their gifted sense of the goodness of God.  They are “grieving through” all the loss that each Christian must grieve through.  This necessarily involves some “God anger”—it’s God’s “ministry of disillusionment” (Oswald Chambers).  The mature Christian is coming to the end of himself; his righteousness, his sin, his goodness, his badness, his belief system, his “figuring it out”, his empirical understandings of God (and even a sense of his “maturity”).  The mature Christian is developing an acute sense of his own poverty.  But even this must go.  Chambers put it this way: “Are you finally destitute of the idea that you are destitute?”

The mature Christian is suffering the loss of all things with the exception of one: a God-given understanding—an implicitly “felt” awareness—of the nature and character of God.  Faith both reduces and expands: as we are being stripped from our bad habit of trusting idols we become imbued with an ever-expanding sense of the goodness and ultimate triumph of God.

Angry with God


It has taken me a thirty-five year walk in the Christian life to finally come to conscious awareness of my own God anger.  Unnoticed for years, sometimes this has been felt and expressed as rage over some issue that was not the issue at all.  I have a daughter who was severely sexually abused by an extended family member at a very early age.  She is now in her 30’s, a victim, a survivor and still greatly suffering from this outrage.  Monstrous sins have been committed against you and against me, none of them have we “deserved” and yet we suffer from their effect.  Weather and earthquake tragedies regularly strike third world people—the ones who can least afford it.  Suffering and injustice are everywhere.  Many would be quick to remind me that God did not cause these things—we live in a fallen world, we suffer from “original sin” and our own poor choices.  I’ve heard the theological explanations and excuses.  For me, somehow they just don’t cut it. There is more to this story than many of us have been told.

I managed to use about every trick under the sun to defend against finally getting in touch with my God anger—alcoholism, work-aholism, church-aholism, you name it. Once we are consciously aware of our God anger, what do we do with it?  I’ve come to see that it is not only OK to have this anger with God, but that we must have it in order that our relationship with him might develop and mature.  My anger had left me frozen in grief, stuck in the middle of the grieving process.  This had led to clinical depression, sometimes described as “frozen grief.” The grieving process has movement. My “defenses” had kept me in the “denial” stage of the grieving process. I think it is God’s heart, his will, that we come to honestly “own” our God anger, experience it, work through it and move on to acceptance and forgiveness.

Victims and Perpetrators


"If we could only read the secret history of our enemies, we would find in each man's life sorrow and suffering enough to disarm all hostility"--Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

“For I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate me…(Ex. 20:4).

This is not arbitrary decree; it is the inevitable, generational consequence of dysfunctional (sinful) behavior.  Our victimization launches us into our careers as perpetrators.  Pure theological liberalism denies personal culpability for wrong action, claiming we are only reacting as a result of sin done to us.  Pure theological conservatism, on the other hand, elevates the choice-based model and would make all of us, always guilty, without explanation for our poor choices. I don’t want to get into the middle of this argument (and there is a “middle” to it) except to say this:  seeing a relationship between the sin that was done to us (victims) and the sin that we commit (perpetrators) does not make our sin excusable, only explainable.
  I believe it takes an all-powerful God on the basis of redemption to sort through all of the mess (the “divine clearinghouse”—Chambers).

We live in a fallen world that is a muddle of sin and confusion.  That God works in the haphazard of it all is testimony to his power and to the mystery of his creative ability.  It seems that as image-bearers of God we possess a perverted form of justice that has the ability to see the sin in others (usually our very own sin) while overlooking the gross sin in ourselves (Luke 6:41-42, Romans 2:1).  I believe that our ability to finally “see clearly” has to do with “owning” and dealing with our anger; that is, removing the “beam” from our own eye. 

We feel anger for sins committed against us as victims and we feel anger at ourselves over sins we have perpetrated on others. The anger we feel at ourselves for sins against others can be a symptom of our denial that our natures are grossly “fallen”: some of us find it difficult to forgive ourselves even while knowing (intellectually) God has forgiven us.  It is a perfectionistic stance grounded in a pride that denies the “death side of the cross.” Ability to accept our fallen nature is a gift of God according to the “measure of faith” he has given us. If this gift is not yet imparted to us we will continue in our “accusing” stance, falsely judging others as well as ourselves.  But fundamental to all our anger issues remains our anger at God. Until God draws us into conscious awareness of this anger we will remain in denial about it.

Most spiritually oriented people would agree that forgiving one another is key to our faith But how many of us are willing to “forgive” God for what he has ultimately allowed to happen within his own creation?
  It is my argument that we all have anger at God, conscious or unconscious.  This anger must be consciously faced, experienced and “grieved through” to acceptance, yes and to forgiveness of God.  But first, let’s look at a couple of illegitimate reasons for “God anger”.

Definitions of the Nature of God that Give Him a “Bad Rap”

"How people think about God matters.  Some concepts of God make God incredible, and result in atheism. Other concepts make God seem remote and irrelevant. And still other concepts of God, grounded in experience, make God the central reality in human life" (Marcus Borg).


“For they speak against You wickedly; your enemies do take your name in vain” (Psalm 139:20).


Heretical church doctrine can cause one to become infuriated at God.  For example, the doctrine of “limited atonement”, resulting in what some have called the “fewness doctrine.”  This doctrine states that by “election” (a true doctrine, John 6:44) God only chooses certain ones and the rest are forever lost.  Here, God is portrayed as a “respecter of persons,” yet those who argue on this line “excuse” God by vaunting man’s “free will” above God himself.  These claim that God so respects an individual’s free will to the degree that he either cannot or will not interfere with it.  This doctrine denies the ultimate irresistibility of God’s grace: a power so great as to be able to rule over (overrule) the “will” of an individual.  The goodness of God and the reality that he is God and not man, give him “permission” to so manipulate the spirits of men (Pro. 16:2).  He “arranges” and “equalizes” our spirits as to bring us to final, perfect “balance”: “By the invisible and personal action of God, human personality is fashioned” (Karl Barth).

Consider the example of the apostle Paul and his conversion. The way in which he was chosen denies the standard litany of preconditions for salvation.  Paul was not repentant, did not have a conscious awareness of need, was not asking for help nor was he “deciding for Christ.”  Jesus simply crashed through his defenses and his "free will” and made Paul “an offer he couldn’t refuse.”  When I get down on myself and can’t seem to “choose” my way out of a problem, I must always remember the story of Paul’s “conversion”—God’s ability to “make things happen” when he so chooses. Paul himself calls his first encounter with Jesus a “pattern” by which others would be drawn to God in the future (1 Tim. 1:15-16).

The “pattern” that Paul was referring to would not be in the details of this event—the voice of God, the temporary blindness, etc.—these only symbolize something more profound: the “irrevocable” call
 and “choice”
 of God and they express the creative originality of God.  The “pattern” that Paul is referring to is that “God Moment” wherein is the “complete dis-establishment of all human experience, and knowledge, and action and possession” (Barth).  The “pattern” of God—this God Moment in Saul’s life—is what authenticated Paul to “bear (God’s) name (true nature) before Gentiles, kings and the children of Israel” (Acts 9:15). Our human, religious “experience, and knowledge, and action and possession” often misrepresent God’s true nature. 


God is making another “statement” in the story of Saul’s conversion.  God can take the worst, most wicked person and in a “Moment”, convert him.  A type of Saul’s experience in the “New Testament”, not coincidentally, is found in the life of King Saul in the old.  It is the story of “Saul among the prophets” (1 Sam. 19:18-24).  The “Spirit of God came upon him also,” enabling this rotten, former king to “prophesy,” temporarily enabling Saul to worship and extol the nature of God. This account foreshadows what God would finally accomplish in Saul’s life (and suggests a level of divine sovereignty most of us are not familiar with).


A cousin to the heresy of the supremacy of “free will” is another doctrine that has enraged countless thousands of people over the ages, postponing their experiencing of true Christianity.  This is the doctrine of “conscious eternal torment” of the lost, or, the false doctrine of “hell.”  This doctrine denies the absolute sovereignty of God and the irresistible nature of his grace.  The force of this argument defines God as a hypocrite who on the one hand asks we humans to forgive our enemies while he himself goes on to punish his enemies forever in hell.  The part of the church that promotes this duplicitous thinking has given rise to an immeasurable class of honest atheists and agnostics.
  

 “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower.  Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it?  For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, every one who sees it will ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish’” (God speaking in the form of Jesus, Luke 14:28-30).

The Bible is primarily a book about God.  It reveals his true nature to those divinely gifted with eyes to see.  What is this account revealing about God?  It strongly infers that God will fully and successfully finish what he started.  The details of God’s successful out-workings are not important.  But his total, eventual success is sure.  We can know this from the above story: God doesn’t ask us to do something that he is unwilling or unable to do himself.  

In spite of this, many of us are mad at God for starting something (his creation) he can not, or will not fully and successfully finish.  At least that’s what we’ve been taught: we can’t even bank on God’s character because there appears to be one standard for us, and another for God.  God expects us to plan for total success but he himself has not done this.  Many teach that God inaugurated a great plan for humanity that he knew fully well would end up with tremendous failure and loss (or worse yet, that he didn’t know).
  This, in spite of the cross of Jesus. Contemplating this contradictory thinking, F.W. Farrar exclaimed, “How frightful a result in spite of how infinite a sacrifice!” 

Good psychology has revealed that such “split” thinking gives rise to anxiety, panic attacks and other phobias—not to be confused with a healthy “fear of God.”  Our God anger is an attempt to “manage” or “cover” this phony fear. Many people have defended against this fear to the extent of totally splitting off and rejecting God completely.  But the root cause of this fear is a perplexity that Oswald Chambers put in this simple way: “The fear that your hero will not get through…”  A vital part of the true “good news” message is a hope regarding the reach of the salvation of God.

Closely related to this two-faced thinking is a fable you could call “Provocative Providential Line-Drawing in the Sand.”  The religious yarn goes this way: Life is a “proving ground.”  God has given us “free choice”, has drawn a line in the ground and has commanded: “Choose!”  In an attempt to put the new wine of the grace of God into the old wineskins of choice-based sanctification, part of the church has always espoused this abusive model.  The teaching is a form of spiritual rape that attempts to force the affections of God upon the unbeliever.  Such approach to “the world” with this kind of gospel is a power stance that denies the subjective, covert workings of the Holy Spirit.  There is a tension that exists between God and man.  But the reality of its resolution is not expressed in such evangelizing.

Favorite scriptures to support this “now or never” view of salvation are found in Hebrews 6:4-6 (you can’t renew reprobates to repentance again, they’ve “crossed the line”); Hebrews 12:17 (they are rejected because they crossed the line and couldn’t repent) and Luke 16:26 (they “blew it” 

in this life so there awaits a “great gulf” of separation between these and the “righteous”—they can’t get back across, and must forever suffer in “hell”).  

The troubling nature of all of this loses the limelight to the great relish sometimes shown in its delivery.  Those who abuse in this way do not recognize that they are misrepresenting God’s true nature and merely preaching against those unsanctified, angry parts of themselves and in turn, projecting them on to others (Romans 2:1).  Parts that they will have to confront and “grieve through” in “due time” (1 Tim. 2:6, Isaiah 60:22b). The upshot of all this “drawing a line” theology is that it makes people mad.  Such religious doubletalk slanders God’s true nature and assures that many will have nothing to do with God.
 

The truth of the matter is, God has indeed drawn a line.  It was drawn at the “entrance” of the Garden of Eden and everybody’s been on the wrong side of it ever since, all locked up in unbelief.  We do not ultimately cross back over that line until the resurrection, though the essence of the true gospel would have it that we may be “partakers” somewhat in this life.  We may see glimpses and experience powers now of what it’s like “over there, on the other side.” Our ability to taste of “kingdom powers” is founded entirely in the grace of God, our “decisions” in the growth process subordinate to his election and timing. This way, God gets all the glory and we can no longer continue to boast about how we “accepted” Christ by our “free wills” and human gumption, while others did not.  “So that it is not of him who wills (decides), nor of him who runs (works), but of God who shows mercy” (Romans 9:16).

Meanwhile, the true Gospel would have us appraise no man a lost cause, though it appears that one may have even died that way.  To be sure, sinful people (all of us) need the judgment of 

God
.  Even those who have suffered and died directly of God’s wrath must not be considered eternally damned.  His wrath must be considered as only a part of the processes of God: 

“In my wrath I struck you, but in my favor I have had mercy on you…Your sun shall no longer go down, nor shall your moon withdraw itself; for the Lord will be your everlasting light, and the days of your mourning shall be ended” (Isaiah 60:10, 20).  

The grieving process has both a beginning and an ending, with vital stages in between.  One of these is anger.

“Decisions for Christ”—Battle Cry of the 20th Century Church

“Where Will You Spend  Eternity—Heaven or Hell?” (Cover and lead article, March 1999, Decision magazine)

“One of the dangers of modern evangelism is that it lays the emphasis on decisions for Christ instead of on surrender to Jesus Christ.  That to me is a grave blunder.  When a man decides for Christ he usually puts his confidence in his own honor, not in Christ at all. No man can keep himself a Christian, it is impossible; it is God who keeps a man a Christian.  Many a man is kept away from Jesus Christ by honesty—‘I won’t be able to keep it up.’  If Christianity depends on decisions for Christ, it is better to keep away from it; but our Lord tells us to come to him because we are not able to decide—a very different proposition.  Jesus Christ came for the weak, for the ungodly and the sinful, and he says, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit,’ not—‘Blessed is the man who has the power to decide and to keep his vow.’  Jesus Christ calls the man who says, ‘I cannot do it; others may have the strength, but I haven’t.’  Jesus Christ says to such, ‘Blessed are you.’  It is not our vows before God that tell, but our coming before God, exactly as we are in all our weakness, and being held and kept by God” (Oswald Chambers, The Shade of His Hand).

How far removed the contemporary gospel line from the original!  In an attempt to put “old wine into new wineskins” part of the church has adopted the “party spirit” and preaching policy of Isaiah 58:1; “Cry aloud, spare not; lift up your voice like a trumpet; tell my people their transgression, and the house of Jacob their sins.” Blessings to ancient Israel were conditional and involved obedience, that was the deal,
 and such a message made sense then. Paul calls this old system “the ministry of death.” Putting “old wine into new wineskins” is the attempt to blend the “ministry of death” with the “ministry of the Spirit” (see 2 Cor. 3:5-18).

The true gospel (which doesn’t depend on our works at all to be efficacious) has taken on a conditional quality, it reverberates with enormous morality overtones and begs behavior modification: shifting the light of the “glorious gospel of Christ” from God—to humans and what we do! This “gospel” offers an impossible double bind and gives people good reason to be mad at God.  “An enemy has done this” (Mat.13: 24-30).  

Meanwhile, the true gospel is disseminated on a more covert line (both must “grow together” for now). Fundamentally, if we have not received anything authentically “in the dark” from Jesus, we have nothing to say “in the light” (Mt. 10:27).

“…No one can come to me unless it has been granted to him by my Father” (John 6:65).  “All that the Father gives to me will come to me, and the one who comes to me I will by no means cast out” (vs. 37). “This is the will of the Father who sent me, that of all he has given me I should loose nothing…(vs. 39). “(God) desires all men to be saved…” (1 Tim. 2:4). “The Lord is…not willing that any should perish but that all would come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). “…I will do all my pleasure…” (Isa. 46:10). “Our God is in heaven, he does whatever He pleases”
 (Psa. 115:3).  

These verses take the panic out of the presentation of the gospel.  There is a new covert preaching paradigm which makes the old “yelling” and the “in your face” methodology obsolete. It is said of Jesus, “He will not quarrel nor cry out, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets” (Isaiah 42:2) indicating a more subversive style of influence. Verse 3 speaks of Jesus’ gentle and tender dealings with our fragile and wounded spirits: “A bruised reed he will not break, and smoking flax he will not quench.”  In verse 4, the promise is made that “He will not fail nor be discouraged till he has established justice in the earth…”

So, among other things, a conditional gospel has become a valid reason to be angry with God.  There are plenty of illegitimate reasons for anger with God; many provided by the official church.  These are smokescreen issues. But is there a case to be made for legitimate anger with God?

Implied Culpability of God


“The Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden…and out of the ground the Lord God made every tree grow…the tree of life…and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (Gen. 2:9-10).


It is important to note that God planted not only the tree of life but also the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  There is no stated distinction between the two trees as to moral worth and it is safe to say that, because God created them, they were both “very good.” It is this second tree which Satan used to tempt and cause to sin, Adam and Eve.  Whether this account is literal or figurative is not the point. The significant point is, God is responsible for creating the one tree as well as the other, whatever they symbolize.  It is not a contradiction to say, “The darkness and the light are both alike” to God (Psa. 139:12).  His “treasures of darkness” he uses to bring us to him, that we “may know…the Lord” (Isaiah 45:3).  How he actually does this is unknown to us, part of his ways that are “past finding out.”

Some of my anger at God had come from a misguided view of the intent of scripture.  I used to view scripture through the grid of the unblinking, staring, judgmental eye of God.  In recent years I have been getting past this and interpreting scripture less in terms of what it says about me and more in terms of what it says about God.  Let’s view the following rather obscure section of scripture accordingly.

“If an ox gores a man or a woman to death, then the ox shall surely be stoned and its flesh shall not be eaten; but the owner of the ox shall be acquitted (Ex 21:28).

There are those Christians who maintain that God did not know beforehand about the possibility of Lucifer’s descent into evil. That God did not know beforehand what the devil might do to mankind in the Garden of Eden and that God is not therefore ultimately responsible for the outcome of the lives of those involved.  This argument states that God stands “acquitted” from any dire consequences of sin and the eternal fate of those humans who by “free will” ultimately choose to forsake him.  This position argues for the legitimate possibility that some should ultimately fail within God’s creation, allows for the existence of “hell” and leaves God exonerated and just in the whole thing.  However, this stance necessarily denies his “all-mighty-ness” and limitless sovereignty.  You can’t have it both ways.

Further Divine Implication


“But if the ox tended to thrust with its horn in times past, and it has been made known to its owner, and he has not kept it confined, so that it has killed a man or woman, the ox shall be stoned and its owner also shall be put to death” (vs. 29).


Again, the word of God has less to do with me, and more to do with the revelation of God’s true nature.  What is this account telling me about God?  That he stands fully accountable for the results of his own actions—whether decreed by his order or allowed by his permissive will.  God’s reputation is at stake.  The Lamb was slain “from the foundations of the world.”  God made provision for the “clean up” of the colossal mess he was about to allow within his own creation.
 God—who is that “divine paradox” (Barth)—has no problem inaugurating glorious schemes that he himself, within the greater context, has foreordained should end in ruin.  We may call these “experiments” but only as seen from our vantage point, never his, for he “declares the end from the beginning.” Just because God starts the scheme and knows the outcome does not mean that he does not suffer through the stages of grief his own actions precipitate.


“By his (God’s) spirit he has garnished the heavens; his hand has formed the crooked serpent” (Job 26:13 KJ).


This polarity has God on the one hand directly expressing his nature: creating and lavishly garnishing the heavens.  On the other end of this God performs another necessary but unpleasant task, expressed as God’s “hand”—working at “arms length”.  Lucifer—Light-bringer—never the less was created for a special negative mission: he didn’t just “go bad.”  That Lucifer “fell” and became Satan was no surprise to God.  God knew all about him: that Satan’s fallen character had “been made known to its owner” is evident.  The absolute sovereignty of God demands that, even as he “manages,” “equalizes” and “brings into balance” the spirits of men (Pro. 16:2), he also “fashioned the crooked serpent.”  Even as Judas was called for a special negative mission, so also was Satan called to “weaken the nations” (Isa. 14:12) and make “the world as a wilderness.”  By God’s decree, Satan “did not open the house of his prisoners (vs. 17), so that the one “slain from the foundations of the world” would receive glory in doing so (Luke 4:18). 


In that darkness is the absence of light, perhaps God “formed the crooked serpent” by simply withdrawing his light, leaving Lucifer in darkness to become, temporarily, Satan—and thereby “creating” evil by default.  Now Satan only appears to be an angel of light; this is his persona (Latin, “actors mask”).  By this (his “false self”) he swindles us spiritually, but in reality he is simply the “devil” and can only carry out what he was programmed to do.  This makes sense in light of the fact that God uses both good and evil for his purposes, and in the broadest sense, nothing happens outside his will. The character of God indicates that he would restore to the devil the light that had been taken from him.  Seen in light of the “divine nature” it is a safe guess that God will “give repentance” (Acts 5:31) to the devil and restore Lucifer (and his good name).  With God, “all things are possible.”


“…I have created the spoiler to destroy…” (Isaiah 54:16).

God, knowing the character of Satan, allowed him into the garden to do his worst.  The pressing question about this divine action: what does the perfect reputation of God call for?  The terms of his own law would indicate God’s willingness to provide full restitution.  

To argue in any other way is to give the devil far more power than he has, gives birth to such heresy as the “spiritual warfare” nonsense and it deifies our “choice-making” and “free will” above God himself.  It is to invite the “martyr complex,” a patchwork mentality that has God re-acting instead of acting. It is to fashion a false, reactionary image of God that requires of him to say to us about the sacrifice of his Son: “See? Look what you made me do.”  Such a premise states that God had hoped that Adam and Eve would not have succumbed to the devil’s temptation and that they would go on to exercise a “series of right moral choices,” that spiritual formation should occur in this way.  In other words, a “failsafe” mindset.
 This argument assumes that God would not fully know something (what was “going on”), a scary proposition indeed.  It also evaluates all evil as it relates to something bad in the past instead of something good in the future. 

A.E. Knoch wrote, “We do not realize that evil is a gift from God, designed to bring us down to our proper place and raise God up to the position his deity demands in the glorious consummation, when he will be ‘all in all.’  We need evil for what we are and shall be, not merely for any wrong that we have done. Evil is not essentially a penalty, but a preparation.  It is humbling and revealing and necessary for the appreciation of good and of God…Trial, probing, experiment is a thing God does not need for himself, since he knows all.  But his creatures need it, for they are here to learn, like Job, not only what is in themselves, but also what is in God” (emphasis mine).

The ethic of “sowing and reaping”, the whole sense of the “eye for an eye” form of jurisprudence, demands full and complete restitution for damages!  It may be weakly argued that Lucifer’s transformation from good to evil was a jolting revelation to God, the first of a string of surprising disappointments for him to come.  But it is clear that God allowed Satan, whose character was known, into the “garden.”  The spirit and intent of his own law would indicate God would pay all damages for such action: full restitution, full compensation, and full redemption.  If we may ever be dogmatic it would be here; though it is true that God’s “ways are past finding out” (Rom. 11:33) of his character we may know.  If our faith cannot be grounded on the character of God, it can be grounded on nothing. “God is not a man, that he should lie…” (Nu. 23:19).  The ultimate spiritual implications of this are breathtaking.  It implies that all must, ultimately, be “saved.”  Or in the words of Oswald Chambers (and in a sense beyond which he even knew), “All men are condemned unto salvation.”  We may estimate the reach of God’s redemption and salvation on the grounds of his nature and character.
  

The book of Job is the “boundary” book.  It speaks to the limits of the devil’s power: God grants it only to the degree that it is needed for his purposes.  In Job’s case God granted just enough authority and power to the devil to enable Job to finally “see” God.  To argue in any other way is to suggest that the devil exists in limitless adversarial relationship to God. It is a “set up” for the  “Great Controversy” heresy.

Divine Vacillation


“You turn man to destruction, and say, ‘Return, O children of men’” (Psalm 90:3).


To me, this is the most sweeping, all encompassing verse in scripture regarding God’s dealings with man.  Notice what it does not say.  It doesn’t say, “You sadly watch men as they choose to destroy themselves…” (Though, I think, this is also true). The idea that God himself has turned man to destruction makes me mad; I don’t like it.  But then I also don’t like God hardening Pharaoh’s heart or his ordaining Judas to (temporary) perdition. A part of growing up spiritually, to use a recovery truism, is to “accept life on life’s terms.”  And this is the way God has ordered life.  Truly, his ways are not our ways. But to resist his ways is to “kick against the goads.” Psalm 90:3 is another polarity: Divine consignment of all unto perdition—Pivot (Christ)—Divine redemption for all unto salvation. This polarity has its New Testament equivalent in Romans 11:32: “For God has committed them all to disobedience, that He might have mercy on all.”


God creates conditions, circumstances and problems that only he can alleviate.  I did not like to be “locked up in unbelief” as a prisoner (see Isa. 42:7,22). Prisoners do not “choose” their way out of prison.  They are rescued and delivered without any effort on their part (however, such grace eventually inspires to good effort).  It’s humiliating to find out that, spiritually speaking, I can’t even beat my way out of a wet paper bag. What a downer to find out that—just like all the other spiritual losers out there—I am a “captive” and also must be delivered from prison according to the inexorable out-workings of the gospel (Isa. 61:1).


This is true of all: our sanctification involves personal grieving.  It is only partly true that when someone is first “in Christ” he is a “new creation.”  This is our standing in Christ by identification.  Practically speaking, we all must suffer through the grieving process and this involves confronting our anger with God.  “Forgetting those things which are behind” refers to abandoning old defenses, thought patterns and ways of looking at things, which tend to be idolatrous.  Much of the “prosperity” teaching is a defense; keeping people “locked up” in denial about their God anger.  But what relief to actually work through the denial, bargaining, anger, depression (what we experience when we forsake our idols) and finally to acceptance!  Implied in “acceptance” is a sense of forgiveness and represents the outcome of the grieving process—a process that God designed for our “recovery.”  Most importantly, God has entered “time” in order to grieve right along with us.

The final chapters of the book of Revelation show a lot of anger going on: people angrily refusing to repent, the wrath of God, angels pouring it out—everybody’s mad.  I don’t know what this means.  But I know that it is not the end of the story.
  Maybe the important thing is that denied and submerged anger surfaces in order to be dealt with so that everybody can move on into acceptance and forgiveness—final resolution.  This is indicated in the promise of Psalm 76:10: “…surely the wrath of man shall praise you…”:  The only way you can get from anger to praise is by going through the grieving process.  Confronting our anger is part of the “new deal.”
Killer Confessions


“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her!  How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!  See! Your house is left to you desolate; for I say to you (you killers of the prophets), You shall see Me no more till you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!’” (Matthew 23:37-39).


In order that God may “make known the mystery of his will” (Eph. 1:9) Jesus lays out a final outrageous paradox.  It is addressed to a class of people Jesus calls “the killers of the prophets”—the angriest people of all!  By Jesus’ time, most of this class had already killed their prophets and had gone on to the grave unrepentant.  The “killers of the prophets” who were alive as Jesus spoke these words had yet their appointed work to do; that is, they had yet the work of killing the Prophet, Jesus Christ himself.  Could there possibly be a more incorrigible, filthy class of sinner than this?  Part of the official church would have this group forever lost and suffering in “hell.”


But Jesus picks this group, the “worst” type of sinner, to show us what he can and will do for them.  But first they must be “turned to destruction” (Psa. 90:3).  This remnant class of murderers existing at Jesus’ time had its work to do and then it was scheduled to “go down.”  This finally happened with the Roman siege of Jerusalem in 70 AD and the destruction of the Temple;  “Your house is left to you desolate…”

Jesus’ prophecy is not finished.  He is speaking from the comforting Psalm 118.  Jesus predicts with certainty that this awful group of people would eventually praise God, saying, “Blessed is he who comes in the name (nature) of the Lord” (Psa. 118:26).  How this actually works out we are not told.  That it works out is significant.  At some point Jesus says to this group (and to us all), “…return, O children of men”, thus bringing the whole thing to “balance” (Psa. 90:3).


These builders of hierarchy
, who had rejected God, now come to understand that the whole thing was “the Lord’s doing” (Psa. 118:22-23). This realization apparently happens in a “day which the Lord has made;” enabling this class of former murderers to say, “we will rejoice and be glad in it” (vs. 24).


Here is the marvelous point: even those who are the angriest, the “killers of the prophets”, will somehow come to repentance.  This thought may cause the blood of some Christians to boil.  This is because of the false doctrine of Probation.  It has been taught that ones chance for salvation exists within the time period of this life only.  Death is the cutoff point.   God cannot (or, worse yet, won’t) do anything for sinners beyond the grave.

Tears in Heaven

“And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (Rev. 7:17, 21:4).

Before praise must come “a grief observed.”  Notice that it doesn’t say, “There will be no tears.”  It is significant that there will be tears in “heaven” and that they will be wiped away by “the God of all comfort” (2 Cor. 1:3).
  God is able to comfort us by all that Jesus has been through (can you imagine: the grieving of God over the ages?  It would certainly take a great God to do this!). He has given himself for the example: God suffers through the grieving process.  It is because of this that his love, forgiveness and acceptance of us mean something.  Another aspect of his great character is that he never asks us to do anything he is unwilling to do himself.

Jesus is “…a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief…surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows…” (Isaiah 53:3-4).  

God has set the example by entering the grieving process himself. This too can make us mad.  We can “deny” that God grieves and in so doing “hide our faces from him.” We naturally think that God shouldn’t grieve and so we do “not esteem him” (missing out on a revealed aspect of his nature).  But God reveals much of his nature in his emotional reactions in dealing with Israel.  It is easy to see God’s anger, feel his depression, sympathize with his attempt to “bargain” with Israel, even sense his temporary “denial” over certain events. He worked through all of this to Acceptance:  “It pleased the lord to bruise Him; he has put him to grief…he shall see the labor of his soul and be satisfied”  (“come to acceptance”, Isaiah 53:10-11).

Grieving over his divorce with Israel was no doubt child’s play compared to the grief of the cross.  Jesus grieved and the Father grieved and no doubt are still grieving. If our relationship with God is to mean anything, we too must grieve.  It is not good enough to merely talk about it, theologize about it. We must experience the denial, anger, depression, the “bargaining”—all components of the God-designed grieving process. We must grieve the loss of “what might have been,” grieve our uncanny ability to isolate and defend, and we must grieve all the missed opportunities that have resulted from our “fallenness.”  This involves “forgiving” God for what he has allowed within his creation.  With God, and God only, the end does justify the means.  Only God can use evil for a greater good.
  The clearinghouse for all of this of course is the cross of Jesus.  Always, the focus is on God and not us: “The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with himself and with him only” (Karl Barth). When the whole family of God, including God, has finished grieving, “…there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying…” (Rev. 21:4). 

The Last Word on Judgment

“Mercy triumphs (rejoices) over judgment” (James 2:13).


The last word on judgment is that judgment is not the last word.  The nature of judgment is that it is processional, not static.  Though the anger of God is very much a part of his judgment process, to leave God there is both unfair and illogical.  Those who would depict God as forever angry as symbolized by an eternal “hell” have simply underestimated him.  In the end, judgment must always cave under its own weight: “(God) does not retain his anger forever, because he delights in mercy” (Micah 7:18).


As Karl Barth observed, the gospel is all about God.  I think it is also fair to say that the “cross” is all about God.  In our collective, religious narcissism, we have made the cross mostly about us: the ultimate authority in the matter is personal “free will”.  We reserve for ourselves the final “say”.  We remain the center of attention: somehow the shed blood of his son appeases God and calms him down, in his attitude toward us.  What does this rather shortsighted and superstitious view say about God?

I’m impressed by the idea that the cross is for God’s benefit. The cross shows that God has entered his own story, paid his own dues and cleaned up his own mess.  And God identifies with each of us by eventually, tenderly, entering our own story with us, as we are able to see him as he is.  This is far more impressive to me than in of hearing only about bloody atonement for human sin.  The later produces a martyr complex view of God and doesn’t go far in facilitating personal relationship with him.  If blood as expiation for my sin is all there is to it, why do I still feel so guilty?  The cross of Jesus, in perhaps the most exquisite of all its meanings, is found to face primarily toward God.

A Pure Language


“For then I will restore to the peoples a pure language, that they all may call on the name of the Lord, to serve him with one accord”  (Zephaniah the prophet).

God “declares the end from the beginning” in order to define himself to us and to show us that he is fully a “safe” person.  This perception will in turn enable us to “abandon” to him and take on his very nature.  But perverted views of God, many of them foisted upon us by organized religion, have kept us enslaved to our idol worship.
  This manifests as social, economic and environmental irresponsibility, as we grasp insatiably in our attempts to meet our security needs.  Simply getting people informed and involved in social issues is not enough.  First of all, they must be informed about God.


This could possibly be approached a couple of ways.  The church must stop sending out “mixed messages” regarding God and his nature. Such doctrines as “limited atonement,” “hell”, “probation” and a number of others used by the church in the attempt to control people, must be vigorously
 debunked.
  On the positive side, the divine reach of salvation must be conveyed.  This is important because it presents an alternate, safe view of God,
 one that encourages relationship with him.

This two-pronged effort should create an atmosphere that will encourage people to look seriously at God and themselves, drop their defenses, enter into relationship with him and become more personally and socially responsible. Psychologically, we are wired in such a way as to abandon, to give ourselves to some one or some thing.  The question is: abandon to what, or to whom?  I believe that it is the community of God that ought to have the answer, for God has “committed to us the word of reconciliation.”

*******

� Because many of us have been exposed to abusive, male authority models, the reference to God as “him” may be unfortunate.  On the other hand, it may provide an ideal gateway into the grieving process necessary to resolve our anger at God.  Most any such catalyst would be legitimate.  





� Anger by its very nature is unstable and begs resolution.


� This God-given faith expresses in two basic areas. One: a growing, personal awareness of our acceptance by God and that his purpose for our life will be accomplished.  This in turn frees us to launch into areas of social responsibility.  Two: we along with God are able to “declare the end from the beginning”.  Faith represents that distance between the way things are, and the way things shall be.  St. John puts the polarity this way: “Beloved, now we are the children of God; and it has not yet been revealed what we shall be…”


� An elemental definition of “sin” would be the attempt to get our deepest needs met in any other way than the way of the cross—the way of grieving.


� “The French say: To understand everything is to forgive everything.  Every perpetrator was first a victim.  Behind every crime stretches a millennial history of earlier crimes, each in its way an extenuating circumstance. But to whom does this infinite regression lead in the end if not to God?  The guilt of God is certainly not a Christian dogma, and yet it is an emotionally inescapable implication of the Christian myth, visible and audible in countless works of Christian art.  The pathos of those artistic enactments—those masses and oratorios, passion plays and memorial liturgies, and above all those paintings and sculptures in which the unspeakable is left unspoken—is inseparable from the premise that God is inflicting this pain upon himself for a reason. ‘The real reason’, as Albert Camus wrote in his haunting novel The Fall, ‘is that he himself knew he was not altogether innocent’” (Jack Miles, Christ, A Crisis in the Life of God).


� Romans 11:29


� John 6:44


� When considering the validity of any doctrine, think it through to its logical end, letting an “image” of God coalesce in your mind.  Does it fit with what you know implicitly to be the character and nature of God?  Does the doctrine resonate with that “good work” he has begun in you?





�Loosely speaking, Calvinists believe that God can save everybody but will not.  Arminians believe God would save everyone but cannot.  Both positions reflect a grave character defect in the divine nature.  Universalists (is there a better word?) believe that God can save everyone—and will actually pull this off.





�Basically, we lost our power of absolute “free choice” in the Garden of Eden (whatever this “place” represents spiritually).  Our ability to freely choose hinges on our relationship with Jesus; that is, you are “free to choose” to the degree that the “…Son makes you free…” (John 8:36).  Therefore, it is absurd to present the gospel on any other line than to “lift Jesus up” (reveal and extol the wonderful character of God). When this is done in the nature and Spirit of God, Jesus “will draw all people” to himself (John 12:32).  “The great lover of Jesus is the Holy Spirit” (Chambers). 





�This is probably the very thing God uses to keep people “locked up” and “hardened” in unbelief until that “God Moment” when they are “chosen”: “God has committed them all to disobedience, that he might have mercy on all” (Romans 11:32).





� “Judgment” is a rich word and ought not to have the negative connotation it does (supplied by our religious culture).  We tend to confuse judgment with “sentencing” which is only one small aspect of the judgment process.  The “judgment seat of Christ” is most likely typified by the “mercy seat” that was in the Temple (this fits with God’s character).  It is at the “judgment seat of Christ”, set upon a small step or dais (not a towering throne) where Jesus will help us grieve through the remaining unfinished business of our “physical” lives.  It is a divine proclivity to bring all things to balance (study Proverbs 16:2) and I believe God will do this. St. Paul, one particularly sensitive to the nuances of Jesus’ character, put this in the imperative: “We all must appear…” This, he would have considered a positive thing.  Frankly, many of us are far too wounded to be capable of much grieving in this life.  But the greater travesty is that most of us do not consider God a “safe” enough person to allow him to help us much now.  Consequently, we continue to “expose” ourselves to our idols instead of God (see Isaiah 57:8).  “The judgment seat of Christ” is a study in itself and I look briefly at it in another essay.





� “Covenant” is a polite word for “deal.”


� Or put effectively in the vernacular by Thomas Talbott: “God does whatever he damn well pleases.”


� The inclusive nature of God has him working within all peoples and religions, yet it would seem that something has to be done about the fact of evil.  Would it be disloyal to God to suggest that the cross was given to atone for his own actions, as well as ours?  Perhaps in some way the cross satisfies the divine psyche.  This view would negate the rather annoying fundamentalist Christian demand to “believe.”  Alternatively, people could be encouraged to enter themselves into the story of God.


� By this questionable line of reasoning the cross becomes “Plan “B”.





� Interestingly, the suggestion that God may fully redeem his creation infuriates many.  That this should be so is a study in itself (see my essay, The Reach of Redemption and the Quality of Christian Obedience).





� Earlier in the letter Paul implies that we humans have about as much charge over our destinies as a lump of clay laying on the potter’s wheel.  However, we like to flatter ourselves otherwise.


� God is not an “intellectualizer” or “theologizer” as I tend to be, but actually gets in and does the work!





� The “Revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 1:1) is probably the most abused book in the Bible when it comes to its interpretation.  For a healthier look, see Eugene Peterson’s book, Reversed Thunder.





� See my essay, Illegitimate Hierarchy





� Some will consider this a “dispensationalist” view.  A problem with dispensationalism is what it can do to us: the great operative word for the Christian should be “now” (Acts 17:30) or “today” (Heb. 3:7).  God is the “I am” God, always with us in the present. Dispensationalism can be a Christian defense against “doing the duty that lies nearest” (Carlyle).  But to say that God can’t do things for people “beyond the grave” is just as wrong as to say that He “must” do them.  No manner of exegesis can actually “prove” this one way or the other, though there may be indication from the word, interpreted on the basis of one’s personal nature, character and relationship with God.  Apparently God has placed a higher priority for Christians than either the church or the written word; this would be a personal relationship with himself “now”.  Based on this relationship, hopeful expectation of what God may do in the future becomes founded ultimately in his goodness, power and character.





�“Heaven” is not a “place” and “eternal life” is not “linear.” Both terms signify a quality of life.  Perhaps it is most helpful to think of “reward” as simply greater capacity for intimacy.  It’s breathtaking to consider the possibility that we will all grow “forever” in our capacity for intimacy.





� We will probably find in heaven (whatever this represents) that our personal relationship with God is founded on the intimacies of shared experience: we authentically relate, not at our points of grandiosity but our points of broken-ness.  


� This fact, too, can provoke anger within us. But we must “get over it”.  This we do via the grieving process.


� Ancient Israel, in its glory years under Solomon, was also at the apex of its national idolatry, a condition not unlike today in the English-speaking world.  Walter Brueggemann, in his excellent work The Land makes this point.  The Temple, ostensibly erected to his glory, became the final defense against God as the Israelites settled comfortably into a “landed” national ethos, forsaking a healthier, national sense of  “precarious hope”—dependence upon God.


� The Kingdom of God is taken by violence, according to Jesus.


� For some pastors and priests, this may mean a jettisoning out of their pulpits by their parishioners, as happened to George MacDonald.


�  Even the new covenant, made with “the house of Israel and the house of Judah” (Jer. 31) has a conditional quality to it.  A covenant is a contract—both polite words for “deal.”  St. Paul transcends all covenant talk with what he calls the ministry of reconciliation: “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not imputing their trespasses to them…” (2 Corinthians 5:19). In one prophetic sweep, all are pronounced perfect already by the holy action of God. “Not imputing their trespasses to them…”  No repentance mentioned nor is it required. A vital dimension of Paul’s “gospel to the uncircumcised” also included the all-encompassing reach of the salvation of God.  Such teaching encourages the healing and integration of the human heart (Eph. 2:14-22).  This is the gospel we are to preach today, encapsulated in the biblical phrase, “The restitution of all things.”  To suppress this key element of the gospel, overtly or by neglect, is to swindle people out of the good news that God wants them to have.  Such a loss exacerbates the natural hypocrisy of the human heart, produces  a greater inner anarchy of heart and mind—and drives the need to project a greater outer show of “righteousness”.
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