Why We Hardly Love God
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‘Abba Father’

All things are possible to Thee…
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Why We Hardly Love God

I. The Problem

The Unknown God


“We have not known thee, O God, as thou should be known”—Muhammad 

 “The watchmen…struck me, they wounded me…” –Song of Solomon


As very little children, our parents and other authority models prejudiced us forever about “God”—for good or for bad.
  If our father were distant and otherwise abusive, chances are we will perceive God as our father was—and join churches whose doctrines and  “atmosphere” present a distant and wrathful God, producing within us a high “threat level” in our view of God.  Such religious doctrine as “Hell” and the “the eternal torment of the incorrigibly wicked” will seem reasonable.  An arbitrary, dogmatic and power-driven church hierarchy will appear “normal” to us because this was what was normal in our family of origin.  Some of the more honest among us will rule out God altogether.  Distorted images of God represent such a common human problem, Jesus confronted it immediately in what is called the “Lord’s Prayer”: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.”


“All who ever came before me are thieves and robbers…” –Jesus, John 10:8


Jesus came to reveal the “Father” and his true nature.  Those previous to Jesus spoke in God’s name, but often not in God’s “nature”, and in the process had distorted the image of the divine—ensuring that, for most people, it would be difficult, if not impossible to worship God.  But “the sheep did not hear them”—implying that, in spite of all the “official” religion always around, some had authentically encountered the sacred anyway and were able to defend against distorted images of God.  With the life of Jesus, it became fully possible to love God.  Humans for the first time could behold God’s “glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).


Since Jesus’ time, slanderous definitions of deity presented by various official factions of the Christian church have created an honest class of atheists.  Better to be an honest atheist than a dishonest believer.  But just because many idolatrous and slanderous images of God clamber from some churches incessantly, it doesn’t necessarily follow that therefore no deity exists worthy of our worship. Spiritual people (everyone) have often rejected institutional religion in favor of communion with the sacred via the sacraments of nature, music, poetry or great literature.  Some see the Sacred in the eyes of a child, a mate, a friend, or even a beloved pet. 


The religious requirement to “love God” is an absurd one.
  The ability to love God is based solely on authentic encounter with the Sacred, Who in turn reveals the actual, divine nature—its goodness and glory.  Many have not yet been graced to receive such encounter:  “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork.  Day unto day utters speech, and night unto night reveals knowledge” (Psalm 19:1-2).  I may not “see” God yet, but unless prejudiced by bad religion, I may see testimony everywhere in creation of God’s good character (Rom. 1:20).  And yet, the physical creation is only the beginning of the process of God discovery. God knew it was not enough.  It was important for us to see “God with skin on.”  Jesus was lovingly introduced into the human race so we could do just that.

The Two Lords


Running throughout the Bible, the voices of two “Lords” can be heard.  In Genesis 1:29-31 the voice of God can be heard claiming that everything He had created was good; “every tree” was good for food:  “Then God saw everything that he had made, and indeed it was very good.”  Immediately, in Genesis 2, the contradictions begin. In this chapter we have a voice, a “Lord”, claiming that not all trees were good for food.


Moses nearly received whiplash as his head frequently turned to listen to these contradictory voices of God.  A certain number of Israelites had sinned in creating the gold calf and then proceeded to worship it. “God” said to Moses, “Let me alone now, give my anger free reign to burst into flames and incinerate them!” (Exodus 32:10 The Message). Apparently this included the innocent along with the guilty, every man, woman and child in Israel (“600,000 men on foot”—if we are to take this figure literally). On the heels of this tantrum, “God” tempts Moses with the idea that he would make of Moses a “great nation.”  “Moses tried to calm his God down,” saying, “Why, God, would you lose your temper with your people?” (verse 11).  

Moses continued to argue with “God”, defending what he knew by nature to be a just course of action, and became aggravated that “God” was not taking it!  In frustration Moses finally threw up his hands and demanded to know which voice represented the true God: “Please. Let me see your glory”. In other words, “Who are you, really?”  At this point, the true God allows for Moses to see God’s essential nature:  “I will make all My goodness pass before you and I will proclaim the name (nature) of the Lord before you” (Exodus 33:19).

Moses was being trained in hearing the voice of the true God as opposed to the voice that did not represent God’s true character.   At such times, “The Lord spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (Exodus 33:11).  

Elijah called down fire upon his enemies in the name of the “Lord.”  Jesus’ disciples centuries later, remembering this account, asked Jesus if they could employ this same act of ostensible, divine legitimacy in order to punish a little town that had rejected them.  Jesus said, “You do not know what manner of spirit you are of!” (Luke 9:54-55).  Thus, Jesus acknowledges a “destroying” spirit, or “Lord”, as well as a “saving” one (verse 56). Two personalities, two spirits, two Lords.


Elijah also personally slaughtered the prophets of Baal, apparently in the name of the “Lord.”  Is it then any wonder that he became depressed and suicidal shortly after?  “I am no better than my fathers!” he laments. (1 Kings 19:4).  The true God ministers to Elijah soon after, providing food and drink.  But Elijah still doesn’t get it. “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of hosts…”  Implied, “Then why isn’t this working?” 

 The true God then seeks to further educate Elijah regarding the true nature of God.  He has Elijah stand on a mountain to facilitate this.  “The Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord (the true Lord) was not in the wind.”  Nor was he in the earthquake or fire.  The essential nature of God is “harmless” and outwardly non-violent, but operates inwardly, as with a “still, small voice” (verse 12).


In Jesus day the same was true.  Jesus accepted human moral failure (to the horror of the Pharisees and other religious leaders) as simple fact.  Jesus understands our “victimization” and our building of “defenses” as manifesting in moral sin.  Rather than hack away at the sick limbs of the tree, Jesus preferred to heal at the root, and thereby encourage future good fruit.  However, there was one thing that pushed Jesus’ “hot” button: religious people misrepresenting the true nature of his heavenly Father.


Consider the temple
 and what it represented concerning the nature of God. “Temple” represents power and illegitimate hierarchy.  Though God is inclusive by nature, the temple had its hierarchy and class distinctions: Courts of the women, gentiles, Israelites, Levites and, finally, High Priest, who entered the Holy of Holies but once a year, on the Day of Atonement.  

The apex of temple activity was the slaughtering of innocent animals, a sight that we can hardly imagine today. Consider Jesus’ action within the temple during his last days on earth.
  The whole area was a “den of violent ones”—a shambles—considering the bloody, sacrificial system in action at the time.  Which “lord” or “spirit” inaugurated such a ghastly system?  That the true Spirit launched this system of works doesn’t fit with Jesus’ revelation of the “Father” and his essential nature—that he is sensitive even about the demise of a single sparrow.
  

Deal making, money exchange and the merchandizing of “clean” animals fit for sacrifice also were a part of temple life.  What did all of these things say about the nature and character of God?  Apparently, the scenario so misrepresented him, it triggered the most passionate of responses from Jesus.

There are many examples of “conflicting spirits” or “personalities” running through the bible, but take just one more in the exile Psalm 137: On the wavelength of which “Lord” was the author who wrote, “Happy shall he be who takes and dashes your little ones against the rock” (Psalm 137:9)?  What “image” of God did this writer possess?

Fossilizing the “Word of God”


I am very much helped by Marcus Borg’s premise regarding the written “word of God” as it appears within the Hebrew scripture.  The fundamentalist view is that God seized the writing hand of various people and caused the literal writing of his “word”. There is a “softer” view of this; namely, that God “breathed on” or “inspired” the bible writers to write his word with the intent that it should appear immutable and frozen for all time.  This cannot be, due to the fact that there are within scripture obvious contradictions, mixed messages and much that betrays God’s essential nature.


For example, take the bible writer, Isaiah.  His view of the nature of God was such that he was absolutely convinced that God refused to hear sinners! (One might ask then, to whom would God listen?).  “The Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save; neither his ear heavy, that it cannot hear: But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins have hid his face from you, that he will not hear” (Isaiah 59:1-2).  The Pharisees were also enchanted with this view of God and put it this way: “We know that God hears not sinners…” (John 9:31).  This wrong point of view about God has led to such suffocating statements as, “God cannot look upon sin!” And, “Man cannot look upon God and live!” As we have seen, Moses found out that one could look upon God and live—when the two spoke “face to face.” Jesus, seen by many, was a walking, talking and breathing representation of the true God, and as such offered a healthy “alternative wisdom” regarding the “holy scriptures” and some of the views of its writers.  Jesus did indeed look, many times, upon sin.  He also heard, many times, the statements and prayers of sinners.


For a greater good, God allowed that wrong images of him be preserved by writers of scripture.  “Judging righteous judgment” involves hearing the true voice of God within a document that includes alternative voices. “Judge not” said Jesus, “according to the appearance (including ones view of scripture), but judge righteous judgment” (John 7:24).

Many embarrassing and outrageous things were said and done in the bible “in the name of the Lord.”  There’s no more reason to accept all of those things then as from the true God than there is to believe everything said and done today in the “name of the Lord” as coming from Him.  The Spirit of God is given to us that we may be enabled to “discern the spirits”—whether they be from the true and good God, or the evil “god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4).


Countless non-Christians, upon hearing the claims of the official church (God is capable of anything, whether good or evil, and in spite of our built in, God given sensibilities), logically and soundly reject Christianity.  The Spirit given to these people by God at birth (John 1:9) simply cannot bear witness to the spirit exuded by this part of the church—thus creating legitimate classes of agnostics and atheists.  But Jesus was not afraid to “contradict” the Bible.
  In Elijah’s time, the “Lord” was credited with consuming the sacrifice and killing the prophets of Baal, but Jesus would have none of it!

Two Lords—the same today. The church often expects the “unbeliever” to accept hard-to-accept things about God who is often represented as a scrupulous, moral purist. As this part of the church presents the “gospel”
 to the world, the mixed message is often followed with subtle (or not so subtle) threats of “hell” and eternal torture for those bold enough to “disbelieve”. The official church has often given to the non-Christian every good reason not to believe in God,
 let alone love him!  Consequently, the God of mercy has provided alternative spheres of spiritual opportunity, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, in order to meet the spiritual needs of people.

Honest inquirers for centuries have rejected this false “Lord” as sometimes seen in the pages of the bible and heard upon the lips of Christians.  Why must part of the church continue to insist that all accounts in the bible, no matter how abusive, are the voice of the true God?  Such a stance insures that many cannot love God as so represented. If this is not true, why was it necessary for Jesus to come and “reveal the Father”; that is, reveal the true nature of God?  Jesus did this by “living out” the true nature and personality of our heavenly Father. “The works that I do in my Father’s name (nature), they bear witness of me” (John 10:25).  God’s loving character, his natural, forgiving and accepting disposition, were seen in Jesus’ healings, in his general demeanor and in how he treated people.
  But to those filled with the spirit of “absolute moral perfection”
 (Oswald Chambers), Jesus’ saving actions did not seem “just.”  To them, Jesus’ “unjust” behaviors were worthy of the “justice” of crucifixion. These judging moralists failed to recognize that no one is ever outside of the true God: He is “not far from each one of us; for in Him we live and move and have our being…” (St. Paul, quoting from a couple of “secular” Greek poets, Acts 17:27-28).

Wrong Images of the Sacred Originate in a Wrong View of “Evil”


“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” (A.E. Knoch, emphasis mine).

While some early Christians were led on a wild goose chase by the church regarding the meaning of evil (this accelerated as church organization grew, culminating in “The Great Church”—Thomas Cahill), some Jewish Rabbis and other early Christian mystics began to reject the dualistic view of good and evil and to see evil in a metaphysical sense:  both were created by God for a transcendent, grand purpose for good.  This alternative wisdom regarding evil contrasts with the conventional wisdom of a “moral/behavioral” view of evil where evil only results of wrong moral choices, made with ones “free will.”  Such a hermeneutic had launched a cosmic wave of guilt among humankind and set up a hopeless climate of “judging” among the people Jesus ask us to love. As a result, the “official” church also began to present a rather shallow view of the “cross” of Jesus
.


St. Paul argued powerfully in his letter to the Romans on the point of “evil”. The “Law” had become hopelessly enmeshed within the Jewish national psyche, heritage and religious culture.
  Relationship with “God” stood or fell on ones ability to keep the law.  Such reductionism is seductive (some are able to keep the law better than others) and limits ones view of the Sacred (enabling us to view and compare among our religious selves better).  Paul took the law to task, claiming that “the commandment deceived me, and it killed me” (Romans 7:11).  Paul had no complaint against the law, per se.  But that which was given to partially reflect the good nature of God, he wasn’t able to keep successfully (though at one point Paul claimed that he had been, in relation to the law, at least outwardly, “blameless”).  

Paul also noted that the law was given not only to define destructive behavior, but also to be a harbinger of higher and more glorious aspects of the character of God; namely, forgiveness, grace and the tender mercies of God.  Paul went on to claim that those living in a moral, religious climate (he termed this an “under the law” atmosphere) are doomed to moral failure.  The law of itself incites the passions of the flesh.
  There is a higher spiritual priority than a “righteousness, which is from the law, but (one) that is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith” (Philippians 3:10).  This righteousness of God is “apart from the law”, Paul claimed to the Romans (3:21).  His statements are a warning to those of all ages who make “behavior” the priority, and do not first introduce people to the authentic divine nature.
 Bottom line:  When the law and behavior are prioritized, we humans can hardly love God.


Jesus said, “There is nothing covered that will not be revealed, and hid that shall not be known” (Matthew 10:26).  Those possessing a “moral” view of evil will take his statement in a punitive way and not in a redemptive way (the way, I believe, we should interpret all the sayings of Jesus). Viewing evil metaphysically “redeems” evil.  For how may we know and embrace all the good of God without first experiencing and exposing evil as the sham it really is? 

Interestingly, “apocalypse” means “revealing”.  One may interpret “antichrist” by this hermeneutic. “The spirit of antichrist”, said Oswald Chambers, “is ‘absolute moral perfection.’”  Indeed, earlier Christian writers had nailed down antichrist as the “man of sin” or the “man of lawlessness”—thus adding a “moral” priority and flavor to evil.  The church has often reduced the Revelation to moral terms: right and wrong.  But it is so much more than that!  The beautiful imagery of the apocalypse pictures the light of God finally shining on all the darkness of sin, disease and death. Eugene Peterson observed, “Darkness doesn’t stand a chance against light”. All the actions of God are redemptive by nature.  If he allows antichrist “to be revealed”, it must be to good purpose.  Antichrist (the epitome of evil) is revealed that evil may be universally rejected after having served God’s purpose, and that the good of God may be universally embraced.  This view gives, in part, a larger picture of “The Revelation of St. John,” or more correctly, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ.”

Wrong Images of the Sacred Result in the Abusive Language of “Repentance” 

Due to misperceptions about God’s character, it’s only natural to consider a short-fused God, full of wrath and a God who meticulously counts the sins of everyone (didn’t the “Lord” whack Uzza for touching the ark?—1 Chronicles13:9-10).  It then becomes logical that leaders who represent such a god would be in everyone’s face with demands for moral change, and backed them up with threats of “hell” and eternal torture
 for those who refuse to respond correctly. In a frantic effort to “save sinners” many of these have instigated programs of “evangelizing the lost”, deviating from Jesus’ example to “attract” and not “promote”.

To the unbeliever, “the wrath of God abides on him” (John 3:36). This is not, nor ever has been, the divine perspective;
 but rather, it is a human perception of God.
  Unbelievers are simply those who do not know God, do not know his goodness and the reach of his salvation.  They are bound in a prison of wrong images of God: “captives”. The natural human assumption is that God is a wrathful God.  As the unbeliever comes to know God, his appraisal of God as a wrathful God vanishes; that is, he knows that God’s heart can never be one of wrath (Jesus reveals this with his injunction to each of us: “love your enemies”).  St. Paul calls this gospel of God’s loving intent and full grace, “The ministry of reconciliation.” God is “conciliated” already to the unbeliever.  Upon realizing this at a deep level, the unbeliever ceases to be thus and becomes a “believer.”  “Be you conciliated to God”—making for “reconciliation” (Read of the new “ministry of reconciliation” in 2 Corinthians 5).

This may be expressed in a different way.  It is the way of “repentance.”  Our contemporary Christian culture, much of it drunk on the wine of “free choice”, ultimately leaves repentance up to the unbeliever.  Threats of “hell” are often employed to scare the unbeliever into a state of repentance.  But authentic repentance can never happen in this way.  True repentance only happens when the unbeliever gets a glimpse of the glorious true nature of God (and this may take a little “destruction” from “God” before he gets there).  “The represented god, man may reject…the revealed God, no man can reject” (George MacDonald).

The early church understood repentance to be a thing “granted” by God (2 Tim. 2:25), a gift, not primarily a choice.  When God grants the unbeliever a glimpse of Himself, the unbeliever (one who had not yet believed in the good nature of God) cannot help but to “repent” to the degree he has “seen” God.  To the extent one sees God, the worldview is altered and the behavior begins to change.  The goodness of God “leads… to repentance” (Romans 2:4).  That is, an understanding of God’s innate goodness cannot help but produce a change in the life.
 Though spiritual experiences of a sudden nature happen occasionally as in the case of St. Paul and Bill Wilson, most of us experience the light of God as the dawning of a new day—slowly but surely (see Mal. 4:2, Luke 1:78-79).

Contrast this healthy model of repentance with Christianity’s conventional wisdom on the subject.  Most all recognize that “sin” is, most basically, destructive to healthy relationships—relationship between we humans and God is interrupted and damaged by violations to the law of God (“sin is the transgression of the law”—1 John 3:4).  So it seems obvious that in order to obviate the effects of sin, the moral imperative of the Church ought to be the preaching of “repentance”—“change” from violating the law of God.
  This looks pretty good on paper, but unfortunately there is no life in it.  Paul developed a wonderful argument in his letter to the Romans that in fact, such preaching has the opposite effect.  The “law” kills.  On the way to killing us, the law “hardens” us.

So much time and effort has been spent on the preaching of repentance, a whole class of honest atheists has been created—people who are angry with God.  How can we ask people to repent before giving them reason to love God? This short-circuiting of the process has done more to rob people of their ability to love God than any other effort.  First, the life, personality and nature of God must be presented: “If I am lifted up, I will draw all people to myself”—Jesus.

 The Bastardizing of Grace


“T’was grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved…” From the hymn, Amazing Grace.


The crazy-making double-speak of conditional grace as taught by many has gone far to insure that God could not be loved.  In reality “grace” and “hell”
 are antithetical and yet both are taught in fundamentalist circles.
 Grace, to such as these, means “conditional grace”—an oxymoron and logical impossibility in itself.  Grace, like God, is pure and can never be with condition—neither in terms of severity of sin committed nor in its length of time.  And yet, “hell” is a picture of grace coming to an end. Attempt to meld the two opposing concepts has led to endless confusion, doubts about God and anger toward him.  Such effort has insured that many have not been able to love God.


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.  

“And I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast which was full of names of blasphemy…” (Revelation 17:3)

Society more or less follows the moral imperative of the church.  For example, basic law in America bears an unmistakable similarity to the Ten Commandments given to ancient Israel.  Most Americans understand these moral laws, whether or not a member of a church.  And most everybody also understands the concept of “hell” as a place created by God for the eternal torment of the incorrigible wicked, even if the concept is not taken too seriously.  

          The history of the Christian religion is fraught with the paganism that shapes all other forms of religion.  It took the Jews about 1,500 years to destroy Abrams’s great faith vision of grace and to subvert it to the legalism of the Davidic kingdom. It took the Christians—after Christ cut back through to the essence of that grace perspective — about five hundred to one thousand years to subvert it and to change it into the medieval formula of works-righteousness.

         It took the disciples of the Reformers about two centuries to move from the essence of Lutheranism and Calvinism, which did indeed cut back to the ground and root of grace, to distort it into Reformed and Lutheran scholasticism. The further we go, the greater our efficiency for reverting to paganism. Only in the authentic, essential Judaism and Christianity is this radical notion of unconditional and universal grace preserved…

        Secular society always catches the ill wind of heretical church teaching and becomes sickened accordingly. Hence, the woman sits on the scarlet beast, guides it and fills it with names of blasphemy toward God.  The grace-filled true nature of God is lost and replaced by images of him as a sadist: one who punishes his enemies forever in “hell” (while asking us to forgive ours).

        …The history of religion has been a patch job, a patch job in orthodox problem solving. The tragedy of it is that orthodoxy is always merely the posture of the arrogance of the elite, the security system of the cho​sen, the self-certifying and self-justifying system of the in-group. It is an idol substituted for God and his truth. Orthodoxy is always the enemy of the truth; it is always the compulsive and formalistic enemy of grace. Grace urges egalitarian solidarity with the whole, flawed humanity for whom God is unconditionally in favor.

        Theology which implies that I’m okay if I go through correct motions and measure up is pagan. Conditional grace is no grace at all. In that kind of posture we are people who come crawling to God with a rusty cup in our cramped fist. Grace means that we are invited to run in reckless abandon to him with yawning buckets and gaping hearts.

II. The Solution

Recovering the Irresistible God


“Once taste God, and nothing but God will do anymore”—Samuel Shoemaker


“And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me’…Then they immediately left their nets and followed Him…and immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed Him (see Matthew 4:19-22).


One gets the sense that there was something irresistible in the person, personality

and “presence” of Jesus.  No questions on the part of the disciples, no calculation; but rather, simple-minded abandonment to the attractive nature of God.  They dropped their nets (careers) and followed Him.  Whether this is what literally happened is not known.  What is important—what the writers of the gospels wished to convey in the story imagery—is the sense of abandonment felt by those chosen to be disciples.  There was something irresistible about Jesus’ nature and personality to those whose view of God included a low “threat level.”  The Pharisees, however, whose perception of God produced a high threat level, could not at that time be irresistibly drawn to God.

“Come and See!”  (John 1:46)

The immediate contemporaries of Jesus were a composite of wonderful misfits, hopelessly lost braggarts and fools—such as we all are.  Among my favorites are the earliest of believers, the ones who “stumbled” upon Jesus and encountered the highest revelation (I believe) we have yet seen of “God.”  The dialogue that happened between “God” and these sacks of human dysfunction called “disciples” was bound to be sometimes awkward and even hilarious.


That these early conversations are probably not literal transcripts makes them all the more precious.  What was originally, literally said was transmitted among early believers for some time and then written down as richly transfigured, succinctly encapsulated, savory morsels for future believers, not to be quickly consumed—true spiritual bread.


Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him of whom Moses in the law, and also the prophets, wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph!”


Nathaniel snorts back in the wonderful Jewish, rhetorical way: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”

Philip replies in a fashion way beyond himself with the haunting and provocative imperative to “Come and see!” This represents the gentle, irresistibly wonderful, open-ended invitation of God that spiritual people have been gently encouraged to give to others for two thousand years. It is an invitation to innocence.

Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him, and said of him, “Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom is no false self!”  Jesus apparently appreciated the spiritual formation and integration that had already taken place within Nathanael and hereby encourages all future readers to such an effort.

Nathanael said to him, “How do you know me?”  Jesus answered and said to him, “Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.” (Jesus’ relatedness to each of us at our deepest level—God as mystery at our center).

Nathanael answered and said to him, “Rabbi, You are the Son of God! You are the king of Israel!”  (Our natural, grandiose religious temperament).

Jesus answered and said to him, “Because I said to you, ‘I saw you under the fig tree,’ do you believe? You will see greater things than these.”
And he said to him, “Most assuredly, I say to you, hereafter you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man”(Symbolizing God’s promise to each of us—providing ever-expanding visions into the nature and character of God).

Jesus Lived in the “Now”


“He has shown you, O man, what is good. What does the Lord require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?” (The prophet Micah, in a more lucid moment)


The two, great operative spiritual words are “Now” and “Today.” If we have any spiritual fortitude at all, our responsibility is to relieve oppression and injustice “now.” “Today, if you will hear his voice, do not harden your hearts”. Our limited human powers need to be employed “now” to relieve the causes of human and environmental suffering as we have opportunity—and accomplish this in a humble manner, lest the cure be worse than the sickness.


Jesus used his human powers in such a way as to do just this.  His proximity to the “the divine nature” of the Father enabled him, by some accounts, to accomplish even more than the human.  The salient point is that Jesus’ life was lived in the present, as ours should be.  Musings on how God might work things out in the future may make great cocktail conversion, but do little to alleviate now the problems of “this present, evil world.”


“Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name (nature) under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).


Not that there are no others who can do the good work of Jesus—many, and from various religious traditions, have done this, and are doing this work.  The key word is not “Jesus”, but “nature”.  Many “abide in the doctrine of Christ” (2 John 1:9) but would not consider themselves “Christian.” Such has the name been contaminated by the “official” Christian church and then projected upon people of other religious traditions. 

Jesus Says To Us About The Father, “Come and See!”

“I have declared to them Your name (nature) and will declare it, that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in them”—Jesus


The “god of this world”, working through religion, had hopelessly distorted the divine image.  God was a terror to be appeased primarily by good behavior, accomplished with our “free will” and right choices (with the Spirit only receiving an “honorable mention” in the process).  That our bad behavior was defense—cover-up for our twisted images of God—was not even considered.  Outward shows of righteousness became religious protocol.  But it is important to “dig about” (Luke 13:8) the root system of an unfruitful tree—get under the “above-ground” behavior.  Treat the underlying root of the problem, and then good fruit will produce naturally.

The diseased root systems of our lives are our wrong concepts about the nature of God.  Jesus couldn’t wait to reveal the Father. Jesus revealed the Father by his life: his personality, his demeanor, and in his reactions to abusive life situations.  The natural, human reaction to “God” is one of disappointment.  In the spirit of “rightness” we crave a kingly “power”-God who will crush our enemies and exalt our personal, religious agendas.  The revelation of the true nature of God as expressed in Jesus flew right over the heads of the power elite of his day.  It seems that at that time only the lowest of the low—a few women, field shepherds, and foreigners—could appreciate the divine nature as it manifested in the life of Jesus.

III. The Cross of Jesus Reveals the Heart of God


“He loved us and sent his son to be the propitiation for our sins” 1 John 4:10


“The bread that I shall give is my flesh for the life of the world,” said the Johannine Jesus. We do not have to adopt a the​ology of substitution—the theory that God required a spotless human victim to make up for human sin—to make sense of the crucifixion. Such a theory, it seems to me, is a remnant of pre​historic paganism and its belief in cruel divinities who de​manded blood sacrifice. But Jesus’ suffering body is surely his ultimate gift, for it is his final act of sympathy with us. From all ages, human suffering has been the stumbling block that no life can avoid and that no philosophy has been able to comprehend. In the Hebrew Bible’s Book of Job, God refuses to explain why good people must suffer. In the New Testament, he still does not explain, but he gives us a new story that contains the first glim​mer of encouragement, the only hint of an explanation, that heaven has ever deigned to offer earth: ‘I will suffer with you.’”—Thomas Cahill, The Desire of the Everlasting Hills
What comes to mind on hearing the word “propitiation”?  To many, the image of Jesus as scapegoat, Jesus as lighting rod—comes to mind.  But this is not the meaning of the word.  “Propitiate” means to “gain or regain the favor of; appease.”  Some would argue that Jesus won us the favor of the Father; that something in the action of the cross “changed God’s mind” vis-à-vis our human status in his eyes.  Because of the cross, the Father can now bear to look upon us.  But is this what the verse means?


Rather, it is quite the opposite.  The cross was given that we humans might be appeased in our outlook of God—that in God, there is something worth loving!  Jesus was sent that we might gain a favorable outlook on God.  Our “sins” represent our shabby defenses that we have erected against our foul images of God.  These are removed as we come to understand the heart of God as revealed in the meaning of the cross.

The life and teaching of Jesus are, most profoundly, implicit; that is, the nature, personality and demeanor of Jesus make him to us, first, savior, brother and friend. Only with this solid foundation of personal relationship is he able then to be our teacher.  Jesus came to reveal the Father (John 1:18). Not simply that there existed such a one; but in addition, His nature and true character.  This fact is even more profound than that he came to take away the sin of the world.  Indeed, the “cross of Christ” makes little sense except within the broader context of the “heart of the Father.”  Without a deep understanding of the personality of God, many harmful deductions regarding the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus have arisen over the centuries.  Such deductions include a view of Jesus as “martyr” and “scapegoat”.  No, Jesus did not suffer and die on the cross to provide us with a cosmic sense of human shame and guilt.  And he did not undertake his sacrifice to shield us from a “wrathful” Father.
  This is the intimidating, threatening, and centuries-old claim of conventional Christian wisdom.  A fraud so well conceived that it has prevented millions of people from entering into a loving relationship with the Creator. 

The unique, selfless act of Jesus was provided for us in order to induce love and adoration from even the worst “sinner.”  It will be the eventual, universal understanding of the “sacrifice of Christ” that will produce a full returning of each prodigal child of God.  A full “return” and “reuniting” of the family of God.
  “Every knee shall bow, every tongue shall confess…”  God “has made everything beautiful in his time” (Ecclesiastes 3:11).

“My God, My God, Why Have You Forsaken Me?”—Jesus  

Never, has a more important question been asked.  There is nothing magical about the blood of Jesus.  The Father is not “appeased” because of his shed blood.
 The broken body is no religious charm, satisfying a vindictive God.  The meanings of the precious symbols of the body and blood of Jesus run far deeper!

As everything in Jesus’ life represented the true nature of the Father, so did everything in his death.  Only by dying can we have “life.”  Jesus lived out this vital salvation paradigm in a dramatic way, showing that God is no mere “intellectualizer”, but was willing to enter his own story and live it—and then “die” it!
  Notice what happened on the cross.  Jesus made the point that all are forgiven, regardless of any repentance (“Father, forgive them…”).  While enduring indescribable pain, Jesus in his love for his mother, made provision for her (“Woman, behold your son”.  Then to John, “Behold your mother”).

It took a long while before it dawned on anyone that this was no mere “substitutionary” offering.  The highest revelations of grace we have in scripture were given to St. Paul sometime later.  He came to realize that God was in Christ, “reconciling the world to himself” and that God was “no longer counting trespasses against anyone” (if he ever was, 2 Corinthians 5:19).  What good news!  What cause to love and rejoice in God!

The fact of the Father’s “forsaking” of the Son, the Son’s question, “Why”—expresses the heart of God as in no other way.  There is great mystery in this and I don’t claim to understand all that it represents.  But some things can be known.  Jesus’ question of “why?” draws our attention.  What are we to think?  How are we to feel?

Jesus asks the question during his deepest agony.  Yet Jesus knew the good nature of our Father, and he knew, no matter what, things must take the divine course for good. Jesus’ intense focus on the good nature of the Father led him through the awful process until he was able to say, “It is finished.” 
 

“Jesus experienced the extreme of dereliction.  Pronouncing on the cross the first words of the psalm, ‘My God, my God, why have you deserted me?’ Jesus wants to express the meaning of the whole psalm (Psalm 22).  But how can we fail to see that this psalmody of Jesus on the cross is the expression, once more, of a temptation overcome, of a despair outrun?  Faith, trust, hope are not natural to humanity: religion, law, sentence, are.  But to reveal, in the very heart of failure and at the hour of death, amid human clamor and the silence of God, that God is Love, is that not the true, intense and free acknowledging of God? And is it not a turning of the back, in manner more victorious than any other, on the temptation of unbelief?  Evil, wretchedness and failure are, in effect, the first grounds of unbelief and this is understandable: how can one not cure God and despair when evil is there—period—and heaven seems empty?   Jesus overcame this temptation”—Jean Francois Six 
Jesus had asked his disciples to partake of the symbols of his body and blood “in remembrance of me.”  That is, in the remembrance of his nature as God gave witness to it: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). As Christians partake of these symbols today, the crucial question is: Do we understand the nature of God as it is summed up in justice, mercy and humility? The centerpiece, of course, is love: and God is love. If we do not as yet understand this, we end up taking the symbols in “an unworthy” manner, failing to appreciate God’s heart in the matter.

The Cross Brings Resolution to the Problem of Evil

Something must be done with the problem of evil.  The cross is God’s idea, and somewhere within its deep meaning, God deals once and for all with evil. In the sufferings and sacrifice of Jesus, God brings to himself, satisfaction. “He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied” (Isaiah 53:11).  God is ultimately responsible for evil and all its vile effects:  

“The world is a great crime, and someone must be made to pay for it.  Mythologically read, the New Testament is the story of how someone, the right someone, does pay for it.  The ultimately responsible party accepts his responsibility. And once he had paid the price, who else need be blamed, who else need be punished? The same act that exposes all authority as provisional renders all revenge superfluous. And because the death of God does this, it functions within the myth as not just another death but a redemptive death, one that saves us from the violence that we might otherwise feel justified in inflicting on one another.  God must die, yes, but he will rise, and at his empty tomb, where none is king, all may be forgiven and may submit to one another. Thus does the kingdom come.  Thus does the Lamb of God take away the sin of the world (Jack Miles, Christ, A Crisis in the Life of God)

But we have “granted God blanket immunity and then bowdlerized his testimony lest he incriminate himself” (Miles).  We have become so enchanted with the notion of “free will”, clung so rigidly to our narcissistic idea of human culpability, we do not allow for the fact that “God writes straight with crooked lines.”  In our rush to excuse God and indict ourselves, we have not left room in the great meaning of the cross to allow for the fact that God might be doing something far greater than we have imagined!

The cross is the expression of God entering in to his own story, meeting the terms of justice for the divine responsibility of letting evil loose within the universe.  We flatter ourselves when we think, “It didn’t have to happen this way: we could have chosen correctly.”  Not one who has experienced the plague of ones own heart could possibly sympathize with this position.  

“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’” (Miles)

On Forgiving God


Relationship between two individuals is made richer through shared experience, shared hope and shared forgiveness.  The still, small voice of God invites us to enter more deeply within our personal relationship with him.  We have the opportunity to “forgive” God for allowing evil to flourish throughout his creation, causing immeasurable suffering.  We need to “grieve through” all our loss and pain.  Rather than remain in denial about this any longer, we must enter into the grieving process. This includes coming to grips with the fact that with God, the end does justify the means (He can write straight with crooked lines). God grants each of us permission to experience God-anger in this process.  In the end, God and man meet at the cross.  We enter together and share together the holy experience of “forgiving.”


But the institutional church for the most part has not allowed for us to do this. Early theologians rushed to exonerate and excuse God through whole-cloth doctrinal fabrications as human “free will.”  God is represented as a colossal failure for having begun a creation that he could not (or would not) fully complete successfully.
  Horrendous loss is pictured in such doctrine as “Limited Atonement”, “Purgatory” and the picture of individuals suffering the eternal torments of “Hell.”  Theologians excuse God by vaunting human “free will”—a force so strong that it represents a power greater than God himself!

IV.  Heart Reasons To Love God

Jesus Reveals the God Who Successfully Finishes What He Starts

“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 to understand.  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.  The implications of this are breathtaking! God restores all to balance, everything saved, transfigured and redeemed—a reason indeed to love and worship God.


“We may ‘do our own thing’, but in the end, the Lord faithfully brings us back to balance” (Proverbs 16:2, my trans.).  “He makes everything beautiful in his time” (Ecclesiastes 3:11).

A fully loving, fully sovereign God let evil loose within his universe.  The divine reputation calls for “the restitution of all things”.
  The character of God demands Universalism. This was the hope of the early church.  Though part of the church still suffered a “hangover” from fundamentalist Pharisaism and its view of loss within the creation of God, St. Paul finally “sobered up” and began to subvert the conventional wisdom of his time.  Many are his “universalist” statements:


For to this end we both labor and suffer reproach, because we trust in the living God, who is the savior of all people, especially of those who believe.
  God our Savior desires all people to be saved.
 Jesus gave himself a ransom for all, to be testified in due time
…that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times he might gather together in one all things in Christ…according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will.
 For he is able even to subdue all things to himself
.

He came and preached peace to you who were afar off and to those who were near,
 and by Him to reconcile all things to himself, that every person may be presented perfect in Christ Jesus,
 that God may be all in all.

Proponents of the doctrine of full restitution continued after Paul and include such early luminaries as the scholar Origen,
 Clement of Alexandria and Chrysostum.  But as the church began to grow in power and institutionalization, other voices began to be heard within the evolving church.  Augustine began to talk about “Hell” and the eternal suffering of un-baptized babies. Nonetheless, the doctrine of Universalism continued to be held by many in the church during the first few centuries.  Eventually, the hopeful gospel of God and the reach of his salvation all but disappeared.  Emerging in its place was the great Church of Rome with its power and heretical dogma that reflected so poorly on the character of God.  

“Through the Edict of Milan, which had legalized the new religion in 313 and made it the new emperor’s pet, Christianity had been received into Rome, not Rome into Christianity!  Roman culture was altered little by the exchange, and it is arguable that Christianity lost much of its distinctiveness” (Thomas Cahill, How the Irish Saved Civilization).

“When Christianity came to be interpreted by the straightforward, dull, unspiritual legal mind of Rome, the Gospel went into a fearful eclipse.  When the Greek thought of Christ gave way to the Latin, a night came upon the Christian world that has extended to the present day.  Then were born all those half-views, distorted views, and false views of Christian doctrine and Christian life that have perverted the Gospel, puzzled the human intellect and grieved the human heart through all the long centuries from that day to this” –Rev. S. Crane, The Universalist Quarterly, January 1878

There has always been a church in tension with Rome, its adherents existing in and out of the confines of the official church.  These have given voice, over the centuries, to a healthier vision of God.  Out of the dark past have voices arisen to resist Rome and exonerate the character of God.  One such was John Scotus Eriugena, born about 810.  He was keen on Nature and seeing God in it, to the extent that some today would no doubt call him a pantheist.  “He took the perfectly orthodox statement of Paul that in the end ‘God will be all in all’ and used it not only to prop up his pantheism but to suggest that at the end of time everyone—even the devils—will be saved!  In 1225, almost four centuries after it was written, Pope Honorius III ordered all copies of (his book) De Divisione Naturae to be burned.  Some, obviously, escaped the bonfire.  But in the age of John Scotus Eriugena, Christian churchmen did not burn books.  Only barbarians did that” (Cahill).

Jesus Reveals the “Unjust” God—A Reason for Loving God


“Mercy Rejoices Over Judgment”—James 2:13


“Man is not made for justice from his fellow, but for love, which is greater than justice.  By including it, love supersedes justice.  Mere justice is an impossibility, a fiction of analysis. It does not exist between man and man, except relatively in human law. Justice to truly be justice must be more than justice.  Love is the law of our condition, without which we cannot render justice…Hence, all the law is summed up in Jesus’ simple words: ‘Love your neighbor…Love your enemy’” –George MacDonald


God is not “just” in the way we think of justice.  Most of us would relate to the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son.  The father’s action toward the unrepentant prodigal makes no sense to those bound with a terrific sense of justice.  Some believe that the prodigal must have been “repentant” in order to fit him within a theology of “justice” (it is the same mind-set that believes God could not forgive us apart from the cross). 


“In the parable of the prodigal son, the elder brother is quick to point out the injustice of his younger brother’s welcome back home. But the father’s love and compassion for both his sons outweighs any concerns for justice.  When the woman caught in adultery was brought before Jesus, he came to her defense, even though the just Law of Moses would have had her stoned. God is not just in the parable of the laborers in the vineyard (Matthew 20:1-16). The landowner (God) is not just, he is generous”—Craig Hopseker.

What is “just” about universal restoration—that God should save and redeem all of his created beings?  Our personal sense of justice tends to be greater than God’s sense of justice.  In the spirit of the “elder brother” we are offended at the extravagant generosity of God.  How dare God save all his creatures, that the first be last and the last first!  How dare God pay the “eleventh hour” workers as much as those who put in a long shift!

What is “just” about loving ones enemies and praying for those who persecute? “God does not believe in retribution.  His mind does not create that way” (A Course in Miracles).  “Do not judge,” said Jesus.  Our judgment is “after the flesh”, whereas Jesus said, “I judge no man” (John 8:15).  All of Jesus’ apparent judgments are spoken against the nation of Israel and the religious leadership that held it sway.  And even here, judgment came only to those who judged; those who insisted on living life in this way.  Our own sins become our punishment.  Our own judgments end up judging us; and in the end, judgment must cave under its own weight, and in the end mercy must rejoice over it.   Seeing God as a god of judgment creates an unnecessary problem: “There is a major shift in basic spirituality from dealing with life and God as a problem to be solved and with life and God as a mystery to be entered”  (Eugene Peterson, letter).  If our view of God remains at high “threat level”—“dealing with God as a problem to be solved”—little progress can be made in the personal life.  

For those graced to have a larger vision of God as he truly is, responsibility remains to share this good news about God with others, remembering the words of Karl Barth: “The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with him himself and with him only”. Ideally, gospel should be “attraction” and never “promotion.”


Jesus Reveals the Vulnerable God—A God Worthy of Our Love


“The weakness of God is stronger than men”—1 Corinthians 1:25


The “weakness” (vulnerability) of God is stronger than the strength (power) of men.  God’s vulnerability inexorably advances repentance and obedience.  The humble, “lateral” and “shared need” presentation of the good news about God encourages a healthy surrender to the Creator—a peaceful and confident reliance upon God—an important state of mind we were psychically designed to experience.


“The opposite of love is not hate, it is power”—C.S. Lewis  

Man’s “power”-ful message of repentance (based on fear) produces hardness of heart at worst, compliance at best.  Any “power” message (“kingdom” power, “rightness” power, etc) robs our fellow suffering brothers and sisters of their greatest need: to know the true God, the one God worthy of our surrender and worship.


The world has taught us to be strong.  Vulnerability and weakness are thought to be undesirable things. And yet, Jesus “made himself of no reputation…and coming in the likeness of men…he humbled himself…” (See Philippians 2).  Those who believe that Jesus will return “in power” to rule the earth, to them God may give the desires of their heart that they may learn that “power” and “love” are antithetical.  It is not coincidental that those official churches that most avidly teach the doctrine of the Second Coming are the ones most intoxicated with a sense of religious entitlement and power.  The authentic Christ has been “coming” for two thousand years.  He is that morning, rising “daystar” that dawns within our hearts…the vulnerable, humble God that sets all at ease…the approachable God who empathizes with our weaknesses, loves and accepts each of us unconditionally.  

Jesus Abolishes the Enmity that We Have for God, Replacing it With His Love

“For He Himself is our peace, who has made both one, and has broken down the middle wall of separation, having abolished in His flesh the enmity…” (Ephesians 2:14-15).


What had been our enmity?  Our slanderous images of the Sacred encouraged by “the Jewish laws which favored the Jews and excluded the Gentiles, for he died to annul that whole system of Jewish laws” (verse 15, The Living Bible).


Part of the law painted a picture of Jewish “special-ness”—a thing that would naturally provoke the anger of any outsider.  But deeper than that, even the spiritual law of God—which Paul called “holy” and “good”—when presented out of context, is sure to offend anyone.  To present the “demands of God” in law form is bound to create resistance in the lives of those who hear it.  There is a profound shift from the abusive voice of the god of Israel (“Thou shalt!”), to the true God as voiced in the life of Jesus (“If thou will…”).   When we truly “see” God, the rebellion dissolves and obedience becomes the norm.  As the enmity goes, so goes the rebellion.

Jesus Dissolves Our Alienation from God—That We May Love Him


“For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell, and by Him to reconcile all things to Himself, by Him, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through the blood of His cross” (Colossians 1:19-20).

How are “all things” reconciled?


“And you, who once were alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now He has reconciled…” (verse 21).

Notice that we were enemies of God in our mind, not God’s mind. Reconciliation begins to happen when this slight but vital distinction dawns on us.  Our foul images of God produced “wicked works.”  This we did, in defense of who we thought God was! When we realize that God has always been “for us and not against us”—the worldview changes and we drop our shabby defenses.   The conveyance of this truth remains a great challenge of the church.

V. Conclusion


“One thing have I desired of the Lord, that will I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to inquire in his temple” (Psalm 27:4).


The highest priority in our dealings with God is just that: our relationship with him.  The scriptures ought to play second fiddle to the voice of God within each of us.  By it we can then interpret the scriptures.  The challenge of our faith is to know God and his character—in spite of so many misrepresentations of him in scripture (a thing that God has allowed for a greater good), in the organized church (a thing that he presently allows) and in the world.  In the end, our view of God and his character is what matters…


The scarce and precious knowledge of God’s true character in the world is represented by that smallest of seeds—the “mustard seed” that Jesus spoke of.  As we are able to discern the Sacred nature, character and personality, mountains of unbelief can be moved.

Discovering the Nature of God in Each Other, That We May Love God

 “He who does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?” (1 John 4:21).  

Implied: God is known and mirrored subjectively in our relationships, for we have not seen God objectively. Our own experience with loneliness, depression, and fear can become gifts for others, especially when, in the midst of our misery, we have received good and loving care from others.  As long as our wounds are open and bleeding, we scare others away.  But after someone has carefully tended to our wounds, they no longer frighten us, or others.  Henri Nouwen spoke to this: “When we experience the healing presence of another person, we can discover our own gifts of healing.  Then our wounds allow us to enter into a deep solidarity with our wounded brothers and sisters.”

“I would have lost heart, unless I had believed that I would see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the land of the living” (Psalm 27:13).  


“God, who comforts the downcast, comforted us by the coming of Titus…” (1Corinthians 7:7).


Sometimes we cannot find God
 and then we must look for him in each other.

Such evidence of the Sacred in others is sufficient hope and we begin to discover and experience the absolute goodness of the true God.  But how does this work out in practicality?  We always must start and end with God, the Alpha and the Omega as expressed in Jesus.  Jesus “Stands in the gap” (Ezekiel 22:30) to protect us and deliver us from our images of God as a “destroyer” god.  Jesus is the “repairer of the breach” (Isaiah 58:12). It was the “god of this world” that inflicted a breach in our ability to discern God’s true character. 
Jesus is at work to some degree within all people. Those who are most influenced by his presence within turn out to be the “safest” people. Something magical happens in healthy community and it is here that God has often chosen to manifest himself.  The healthiest communities are those who seek to “attract” rather than “promote.” As a community they have a collective sense of dependence on God and each other.

The cross helps us to see our “dependent” condition. Healthy dependence exists within healthy community. The cross can bind us together in love as it shows God’s heart toward us and his harmless character.  God “owns” his own truth; that is, he does not merely intellectualize about the great human need for redemption.  He can fully empathize with us because God has been here among us.  He was willing to learn through experience that he could better serve us with “first hand” and not “second hand” religion. Even Jesus in his time of trial sought God in the company of his disciples.

The Cross of Christ is a blessing for all.  It is efficacious for all, regardless of one’s belief in it or acceptance of, it.  It requires nothing, not even “belief” for it to be a blessing.
 It is a most important means by which the Great Spirit has chosen to restore all the living to their place in the family of God.  All are finally blessed and benefited apart from their knowledge or acceptance of it.  The final, universal understanding of this divine action will eventually elicit love from all in the human family, but only in “due time” (1 Tim. 2:6), or as the writer of Ecclesiastes put it: God “has made everything beautiful in its time” (Eccl. 3:11). 

Praise is awaiting You, O God, in Zion; and to You the vow shall be performed.  O You who hear prayer, to You all flesh will come.  Iniquities prevail against me; as for our transgressions, You will provide atonement for them.

All those who go down to the dust shall bow before Him, even he who cannot keep himself alive…they will come and declare his righteousness to a people who will be born that He has done this…

*****
� Eighty years before much family systems theory was understood, George MacDonald made the connection between ones parents and ones view of God: “How much easier would thousands find it to love God if they did not have such miserable types of him in the self-seeking, impulse-driven, purposeless, faithless beings who are all they have for father and mother”—George MacDonald, Unspoken Sermons.


� See my essay, The Lord’s Prayer. The term “Him” in reference to God is only for convenience.  God is as much female as male; that is, God innately possesses the best attributes of each—and far more. 


� Israel’s Shema was a command to do just that (Deut. 6:4-5).  Jesus now made it possible to love God and by His life, Shema finally made sense. Fully faithful to the terms of the old covenant, Jesus quoted it in three of the gospels.  But after Jesus left, St. Paul, seeing the impossibility of naturally loving God due to all the bad religion around, supplanted the Shema in favor of, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved…” (Acts 16:31).  Paul’s injunction was not so much to encourage us to believe in the literal name “Jesus” (for even then, sometimes distorted images of deity emanate from the name); but rather, to believe in the “nature” of Jesus and all the good things he knew the name to represent.


� God is sovereign over the light and dark: “The day and the night are the same to You.” In the book of Job we see the two Lords interacting.  The devil, “the god (or Lord) of this world” is only able to affect us to the degree permitted by the true God.  So, in a sense there is only one Lord, in that God is sovereign over all. And yet, God himself makes a distinction: “I have created the destroyer to destroy” (Isaiah 54:16). If such distinction is made, it must be important to God that we know his essential good nature: This God with whom we have to do and “with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:7).  “For such an high priest (Jesus) became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled…” (Hebrews 7:26).


� The slander of the Herod-embellished temple in Jesus’ time is the slander of the first temple. Walter Brueggemann sees the first temple as Israel’s firm and final defense against God: “The evidence is beyond dispute that (Solomon) so manipulates Israel’s public worship that it becomes a cult for a static God, lacking in the power, vigor, and freedom of the God of the old traditions…Solomon’s temple, congenial as it is to the myths empowering his regime, is an embodiment of  ‘religion of epiphany,’ in which God does not act but only abides…God dwells in silent, obedient, uninterrupted, and uninterrupting security: Yahweh is now cornered in the temple…the very house designed to silence the word of Yahweh is completed” (The Land).  The question arises: Who inspired temple building in the first place? (See my essay, Illegitimate Hierarchy).


� See Marcus Borg, Jesus, A New Vision, chapter 9.


� “I did not speak to your fathers, or command them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices” (Jeremiah 7:21).  If God didn’t, then who did? See also Isaiah 1:11.   


� Fundamentalist Christians eventually come to recognize a higher priority than scripture; that is, ones personal relationship with God, enabling one to finally make sense of the scriptures, “discern the spirits” (1 John 4:1), and thereby “judge with righteous judgment” (John 7:24).


� The “fewness doctrine” is not good news, and can never be. Until the last of the “lost sheep” is returned to the heart of the Father, God cannot be satisfied, and by extension, there can be no fully “good news”.


� "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).


� “A Christian is one who points to Christ and says, ‘I can’t prove a thing, but there’s something about his eyes and his voice. There’s something about the way he carries his head, his hands, the way he carries his cross—the way he carries me’” (Frederick Buechner).


� The writer of 2 Thessalonians recognized this spirit as one that makes its moral demands on people more than God himself does, and thereby “exalts himself above all that is called God…so that he sits as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God” (2 Thess. 2:4).


� St. Paul saw deeply into the meaning of the cross.  It represented to him the greatest revelation yet of the heart of God.  Paul did not consider Christ a martyr, as if Jesus were saying, “See? Look what you made me do because of your sin,” hence, launching a global guilt trip for all time.  Nor did Paul view the cross as the lightening rod of God’s wrath, as if it were a means of “calming God down.”


� How Israel came to this suffocating, reductionist view of God is an interesting study in itself.


� An overt message of repentance fuels our addictions, compulsions and other manic defenses.


� Interestingly, the early Irish stream of Christianity rejected the “sins of the flesh” priority in defining sin. “The condemnation of the sins of the flesh remained alien to the Celtic Church for a long time after Rome’s attitude became a dogma” (Peter Berresford Ellis).


� For a healthy, alternative voice regarding The Revelation see Eugene Peterson’s Reversed Thunder.


� A pinnacle of this abusive language of repentance was reached in Jonathan Edward’s sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.  Congregants fainted in sheer terror of it.


� It is true that “the wrath of God comes on the children of disobedience” and Paul states this a couple of times.  But this is a redemptive phrase with the word “wrath” meaning “violent passion”, “to reach out after”—“to desire”.  It is the passion of God that assures us that he will not cease his work until every creature is redeemed and brought into the family of God.  Because of our misperceptions of God, we view the word “wrath” in a “destroying” and not redeeming sense—another reason we hardly love God. Interestingly, Oswald Chambers claimed, “God destroys unto salvation,” and, “All men are condemned unto salvation.”


� Another example of the human vs. divine perspective is found in 1 Peter 4:18. The idea that “the righteous scarcely be saved” is a human perception, not a Godly one. In addition, one “falls from grace” in ones own mind, not God’s.


� Some have asked why Jesus didn’t speak of this ministry.  First, he lived it. It must be remembered that Jesus claimed to have come only to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24).  All of his hard language was directed at the nation of Israel and its failure to fulfill its commission.  Stories such as Lazarus and the Rich Man with its dire warnings were given in this national context. Punishment befalls Israel, not the believer, for when the believer commits sin, “grace (does) much more abound” (Romans 5:20).  In Israel’s case,  punishment is redemptive and not merely punitive, as deduced by Paul’s in his hopeful statement, “All Israel shall be saved”—Romans 11:26. Unfortunately, religious conservatives have lifted Jesus’ hard sayings out of context and placed them directly on the unbeliever in the coercive attempt to manipulate “belief”.  The nature of “progressive revelation” would call for the ministry of reconciliation to be revealed sometime later than Jesus’ time.


� A picture of this is seen in the irresistible experience of “falling in love.” Though “choice” is involved in the experience, it is subordinate to the passion involved. 


� Such a preaching paradigm can be legitimated in scripture.  John the Baptist is seen as one who employs it: “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand” (Matthew 3:2).  John put “truth” before “grace.” Jesus changed the preaching paradigm and was able to encourage repentance, because he was “full of grace and truth” (in that order, John 1:14).  “The law was given by Moses, but grace and truth (in that order) came by Jesus Christ” (vs. 17).  Could this be why John had difficulty in recognizing Jesus? (“Are you the One? Or are we to expect another?”).  Also, in John 1, John the Baptist confesses twice: “I knew Him not” (vs. 31, 33) indicating Jesus’ alien, new approach to people. 


� “Hell” as symbolizing the loss of souls forever, a bleak prospect indeed.  However, there is a redeeming aspect to hell: “I believe that no hell will be lacking which would help the just mercy of God to redeem his children”—George MacDonald.


25 These like to talk about reprobates who have “fallen from grace” (Gal. 5:4). That is always a human perception, never God’s. We lose the experience of grace when we embrace the law (or anything else) as our justification. We also fall from grace (lose its benefit) when we violate our conscience. Though we may temporary lose the benefit of grace, from the God side grace remains efficacious towards us, for when we are faithless, He remains faithful.





� Excerpted from a lecture given by Dr J. Harold Ellens at the 1987 CAPS national convention. It also appeared in Perspectives: A Journal of Reformed Thought (Grand Rapids: Reformed Church Press; November 1989, 4-8).  The entire lecture may be found at the website, www.godquest.org.


� However, for some of us, it has been important to grasp the meaning of Jesus’ names as “Alpha” and “Omega.”  Everything starts and ends with God “successfully.”  We may not know the means God will employ to “make everything beautiful in its time” (Eccl. 3:11) but it is comforting to know that he will actually pull this off.  Such was the hope of the church in its first five hundred years, before the voice of full restoration was silenced by the institutional church. The polarity of the “now” and “not yet” was expressed by John (1 John 3:2).


� Interestingly, the women more than men in Jesus’ life seemed keenly aware of, and tuned to, the nature of God as expressed in Jesus.  Had social convention permitted it, Jesus would undoubtedly have had a few women among the “official” twelve disciples. Surely, they were among “the seventy.” God “has no favorites, he has his ‘intimates’”—Louis Palau.  A whole male-dominant theology has built up over two thousand years within the institutional church, providing another reason why we hardly love God. 





� If the “Martyr/Scapegoat models are all there are to the cross, the story of the prodigal son, as the bible tells it, could not be told.  Rather, it would need to be told representing a father standing, with folded arms, waiting for the son to fully arrive.  The son would make his amends.  But the father could do nothing until he sacrificed his older son, and only then could he consider the forgiveness of the younger; that is, if the younger son “repented”. How much more reflective of the father’s heart is the story of Luke 15!  The father runs out to meet his son and embraces him, accepts him without so much as a shred of “repentance.”  When the son starts his speech, even then there is no display of repentance.  But that makes no difference to the father.


� In the parable of the lost sheep, ninety-nine had been found.  Only one was lost.  The picture is one of Jesus seeking, finding and carrying that single sheep back to the fold—all were now found. Could a more touching story of the heart of God be told?


� And yet the “doctrine of Original Sin” elaborated by Augustine argues just this, and he no doubt got the bloodletting idea from the writer to the Hebrews: “Where there is no shedding of blood, there is no remission” (See Hebrews 9:16-22).  The Old Testament is replete with the idea of blood appeasement.  But just because all the pagan gods demanded blood sacrifice doesn’t mean that the true God ever did.


� Why should this seem strange?  God has created billions of lives intending that each should experience life, death and new life.  Isn’t it then natural to believe that God wanted to experience the same?  It is on this basis that the soul of each person may enter into the deepest relationship with God: Shared life, shared death, and finally, shared Life.  To die in order to live: notice how innocuous this gospel of death and resurrection is! It can be understood and embraced by all—Christian and non-Christian alike.


� But we are not altogether off the hook.  Our “sin”—destructive and unloving behavior—takes its toll upon us, in this life, on this earth, where the problems are. It is here that we should seek the solutions. However, it is possible that full resolution may not happen until the next life, in what has been called the “judgment.”  Judgment is a much larger word than “verdict” or “sentence.” We tend to limit the scope of judgment, reducing it to a final verdict. But judgment is a process (“Judgment is now on the household of faith”) and no doubt will continue into the next life.


� The essence and meaning of this divine transaction between Father and Son was earlier expressed in the words of Job: “Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him.”


� See my essay of this title


� 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.


� Acts 3:21.  Applies directly to Israel and connects with Paul’s statement, “All Israel shall be saved” (Romans ll:26).  Many feel that Israel’s hopeful destiny is typical of everyone else.


� 1 Timothy 4:10.  Two salient points here:  God is the savior of all, now separated temporarily into two broad groups: believers and unbelievers.  This inclusive stance brought Paul “reproach” from those who thought in exclusivist terms. Such universalism still incites anger and persecution today.


� 1 Timothy 2:3-4. Paul (or whoever wrote this) had read Psalm 115:3: “Our God is in heaven; he does whatever he pleases”, or, expressed in the vernacular: “God does whatever he damn well pleases” (Thomas Talbott).  God desires all men to be saved.  Who can change that which the Lord has desired?  “My covenant I will not break, nor alter the word that has gone out of my lips” (Psalm 89:34).  Our “word” as humans doesn’t mean much—we are all liars—but it does on the God-side. That God would faithfully bind himself “legally” to covenant in the light of egregious human faithlessness is most reassuring indeed (see Psalm 89:30-34).


� 1 Timothy 2:5.  Pragmatic Paul understood that it is not now obvious that all are “saved”. But he is in sympathy with another Bible writer who stated: “You have put all things in subjection under his feet. For in that he put all in subjection under him, he left nothing that is not put under him. But now we do not yet see all things put under him” (Hebrews 2:8).


� Ephesians 1:10-ll.  Karl Barth observed, “The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with him himself and with him only”. Paul understood this. In our contemporary Christian culture the emphasis is on humans and our “decisions.”  Paul’s emphasis was always on God and the reach of his salvation. Hence, Paul prioritized the faith-based model of sanctification over the choice-based one.


� Philippians 3:21. This is accomplished through the transformation of “our lowly body” which, I think it’s safe to assume, also includes the transformation of our corrupted human natures (see 1 Corinthians 15:42).


� Ephesians 2:17. Paul was a binary thinker.  St. John expressed the polarity as “Now we are the children of God, and it has not yet been revealed what we shall be…” (1 John 3:2). Paul believed that both groups, those who are close to God and those who are not yet (afar) are under the sway of the sovereignty of God. To some degree we are all in a state of exile. A sense of this helps those who are “near” to relate at the level of those who are “afar off”, and prevents the blunder of a “separatist” or “elitist” mentality.


� Colossians 1:20, 28.  Though the Spirit call to “return” is incessant (“day unto day utters speech”—Psalm 19) apparently there is a “in the fullness of the times” point in the life of each individual when the call to return “sticks” and the tide changes  (see Psalm 90:3).  This to the end that every person might reach the perfection manifesting in confessing community.


� 1 Corinthians 15:28. We live in a binary universe, with polarities and paradoxes apparent in both the “physical” creation as well as in what we are able to discern spiritually.  (Pulsars, or neutron stars represent this wonderfully).  Paul understood this.  But he also understood that the character of God called for a final, bringing of everything into “balance” (see Proverbs 16:2).


� Universalism, in its Origenist form was condemned at the Council of Constantinople in 543, and later at the Fifth General Council (Catholic Encyclopedia).


� Old images of “Him” may constantly plague the mind, such as Michelangelo’s gray bearded, finger pointing patriarchal God residing on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. 


�Though believers seem to benefit more from it than do those oblivious to it.  


� Psalm 65:1-3


� Psalm 22:29-30
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