Illegitimate Hierarchy
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“I am impressed by your diligence and the sharpness of your observations.

Re/ ‘Illegitimate Hierarchy’—it is well argued, documented and written”—Eugene Peterson

And Jesus came down with them and stood on a level place…and he healed all of their diseases (Luke 6:17)

Illegitimate Hierarchy Draft 8/98


In the garden, before the Fall, harmony and lovely relationship existed between God and mankind.  The atmosphere in the garden was one of peace and mutuality—a respect for diversity and the gifts of each created being.  Today, we can hardly imagine this atmosphere, though there are glimpses of it in the Church, even in the organized church.


In the Garden of Eden, the first temptation came along a vertical line, the temptation to ascend.  Satan tempted Adam and Eve to lust in the same way he lusted: "I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High" (Isaiah 14:14). He tempted them upwards, to become empowered with "knowledge", to partake of a desirable tree which promised "...to make one wise" (Genesis 3:6).


Now, outside of the garden a different spiritual atmosphere came to exist which has remained on earth ever since.  Competition replaced mutuality, rank replaced equality and power replaced love… 

Emerging Shape of Illegitimate Hierarchy


"Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you" (Genesis 3:16b).


Though this is God's decree, it is not his heart.  In this account we are getting the earliest glimpse of rank and illegitimate hierarchy.  It is God's permissive will, not his order and occurred due to sin and hardness of heart.


Outside the garden mankind no longer enjoyed the benefit of community (relationship with God through his Spirit) and was now reduced to self-government.  This first picture of illegitimate hierarchy as shown in a vertical relationship between husband and wife began the wrong governmental paradigm that was to exist until the coming of Emmanuel.  God With Us—the name itself suggests the new shape of government to come.


“And it shall be in that day, says the Lord, that you will call me 'My Husband', and no longer call me 'My Master’...”  (Hosea 2:16).

The old covenant brought a vertical, parental kind of relationship between God and his people but the new covenant and the kingdom of God bring the promise of the “restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21).   The old vertical, husband/wife relationship model is changed as hearts themselves change.  Holy, civil government will also become truly "servant leadership"—a natural, collective outgrowth of individual heart change.  


With the coming of Emmanuel, God's relationship with his people transcends to become more "marital" (lateral) and less "parental" (vertical).  But Satan has so besmirched the name and character of God (often through “official” church doctrine) that today many Christians cower in fear before a “master” like God.  In reality, God desires relationship based on a more equal footing, as would be found in a healthy marriage (Hosea 2:16).  To accomplish this, God must "take from her mouth the names of the Baals" (vs. 17).  These "Baals" could represent the "empowered persons" model, which has misrepresented the nature of God in its misuse and abuse of authority.  

The Myth of Empowered People


“There were giants on the earth in those days…those were the mighty men who were of old, men of renown”  (Gen. 6:4).


This is said within the context of verse 3, (“My Spirit shall not strive with man forever) and verse 5, (“the Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually”).  The “giants” described could be rendered “fallen ones.”  These “men of renown” were more than the current definition of the phrase would suggest.   James Strong suggests the “idea of definite and conspicuous position…a mark or memorial of individuality…” Oswald Chambers has called “individuality,” “all elbows.”  This contrasts with “personality” which is able to commune with others in the spirit of “lateral,” or “equal” fellowship.


“Men of renown” are mentioned again in Numbers 16.  This is the story of Korah and the 250 leaders (“men of renown”) who gathered together their collective power against Moses and Aaron, an act that, as it turns out, was also against God himself.  The story is a warning to all who would “elevate” themselves above the order of God. 

"Cush begot Nimrod; he began to be a mighty one on the earth" (Gen. 10:8).


Unregenerate people are attracted to people of power.  The "mighty" ones on the earth today are not "mighty hunters" as in former agrarian days.  With the enthronement of rationalism in the last century came the "scholar" and the intellectual "guru" mentality.  


Humanly, we naturally defend against personal relationship with God by allowing this "guru" mentality, maintaining the delusion that some people are more powerful (spiritually superior) than we are.  We waste time seeking their approval and acceptance in our desire to "ascend" to their level.  Our vertical relationships within this unseen but very real spiritual hierarchy also insure that the “guru” is not truly “known” by others.  Neither can the “empowered one” really “know” his followers.

Real relationship, on the other hand, involves vulnerable, lateral fellowship with another in shared brokenness and need, "for there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus" (1 Tim. 2:5).  Avoiding the stance of an empowered one, willing to express personal need, Jesus said of himself, "...I am gentle and lowly of heart" (Mt. 11:29).  He promised "rest for (our) souls", indicating that true relationship between individuals happens at our points of brokenness, not our points of grandiosity and power.  Since Jesus is "lowly" we also relate authentically to him in poverty, brokenness and need. But early on, in the power and ascendancy stage of our lives, Jesus has no charismatic appeal: "He has no form or comeliness; and when we see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him" (Isa. 53:2).

The Myth of Empowered Places


"...The hour is coming when you will neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem, worship the Father" (John 4:21).


Empowered people lure others to places of power.  A concentration of empowered persons creates the "Mecca” mentality. Jesus transfigured the space/time continuum of our worship and claimed that the "I Am" God is available wherever we are, whenever we are, without a human intercessor.  Jesus encouraged beyond the common interpretations of Temple (space) worship and Sabbath (time) worship. He resisted the power things of Temple hierarchy and existed marginally—in the Temple but not of it.  Jesus blasted away at such symbols of Temple hierarchy by implicating those who desired the "chief seats", wore certain kinds of clothing used to designate rank and office, and accepted titles of empowerment such as "teacher." New kingdom rules even disallowed the term "father" to be used in any elevated religious sense (Mt. 23:6-12).

Pyramid vs. Cube


"And they said, 'Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower whose top is in the heavens; let us make a name for ourselves..." (Gen. 11:4).


What might be implicit in this section?  Picture a city, which is being built by unregenerate men, having a tower reaching high at its center—what would be the "shape" of this city?  In their attempt to "make a name for (them) selves," were they not shaping "illegitimate hierarchy" in pyramid form, with a "mighty hunter" (Nimrod, Gen. 10:10) to dominate in power at the top and with others descending in ranking order of power and importance?  Was a primitive kind of "priest-craft" forming; a pyramidal priesthood that was to become firm and final defense against the people's ability to commune one-on-one with God?  Those who have come in the spirit and power of Nimrod run through the Bible and culminate in the end-time "man of sin".  Referring to him, Daniel said he would honor a god of “forces” (KJ) or “fortresses" (Dan.11:38 NKJ).  The sense of the Hebrew word for "forces" includes "defense" or "stronghold."


How could this apply today?  To what degree are hierarchical, moralistic churches defending their members against personal relationship with Jesus today?  In our institutional church pyramids, what mediating "forces" exist that attract people to charismatic persons of power, and as a result, discourage them from true fellowship with God? The Genesis 11 type could be a warning for all time, given to those who have ears to hear, about pyramidal government—illegitimate hierarchy.


"The city (of God) is laid out as a square; its length is as great as its breadth..." (Rev. 21:16).


In contrast to the pyramidal shape of worldly hierarchies, the City of God suggests something more "lateral".  Humanly, we don't know quite what to do with a cube.
  Where is the apex of power in a cube?  Intoxicated within a fallen
 world we humans rather like pyramid, it makes rational sense.  Pyramid is on our American dollar bill, with the power-radiating, all-seeing eye atop it.  Who would challenge the validity of the pyramidal functional organizational chart, or, say, the military structure?  A cubic city, on the other hand, rejects the conventional wisdom of pyramid and reveals the alternative wisdom of the Emmanuel God (God with us):  "...Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people.  God himself will be with them and be their God.  And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes..." (Rev. 21:3-4).  This is the picture represented in Trinity—diversity working in perfect unity.  In our fallen, isolated human condition we are terrified at the prospect of this—lateral, responsible relationship—the very thing we need and crave the most.

Illegitimate Hierarchy "Fine Tuned"


"So Moses heeded the voice of his father-in-law and did all that he had said.  And Moses chose able men out of all Israel, and made them heads over the people: rulers of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens.  So they judged the people at all times; the hard cases they brought to Moses, but they judged every small case themselves" (Ex. 18:24-26). 


What a magnificent display of human, rationalistic, common sense!  It is fitting that God's permissive will should come to Moses through the Gentile priest Jethro.  This model of pyramidal hierarchy sounds all right.  But think of the pecking order that is now established, with levels of power and authority ascending to Moses himself.  What secret satisfactions of power and entitlement were indulged in by those appointed to be "wiser" than those under them!  This form of priest-craft was a set-up for other defensive-styled governments to come, civil and ecclesiastical.  Even the theocracy Israel would seek in this way to defend against God ("We would not have God rule over us—give us a king!").   Since the “dispensation of the Holy Spirit” had not yet commenced and God's ideal government with it, God by his permissive will allowed for a less than desirable monolithic type of government for his people.


"The great courts belonging in the temple were three; the first called the court of the Gentiles, because the Gentiles were allowed to enter so far and no further.  The second called the court of Israel, because all the Israelites, if purified, had the right of admission.  The third court was that of the Priests, where the offering of burnt-offerings stood, and where the Priests and Levites exercised their ministry." –Cruden.

As Israel’s history advances, so do class lines appear.  Humanity's unregenerate condition required that even God should have to legitimize hierarchy within his own temple as seen in the construction of the courts and inner walls.  At the apex of temple hierarchy was the Holy of Holies wherein God dwelt, meeting man (the high priest) only once a year on the Day of Atonement.  Temple hierarchy became another mutant manifestation of sin and "hardness of heart,” and yet, all according to divine plan.
   

 The heart of God and the “blast of redemption” (Chambers) leveled the temple walls; a portent of the destruction of the inner wall of the human heart to come (Eph. 2:14-22).  This inner wall represents our psychological defenses that keep us "split" within and divided from others without and prevents full sanctification (integration).  It is this inner split which encourages “pecking order” within all illegitimate hierarchies.

Priests of Power vs. Pastors of Parity


“An astonishing and horrible thing has been committed in the land:  The prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests rule by their own power; and my people love to have it so…” (Jer. 5:30-31).


Contrast this with the personality of Jesus who claimed to be “gentle and lowly in heart” (Mt. 11:29) and you will see why Jesus was always in a running skirmish with the religious power brokers of his day.  St. Paul, led by the same Spirit, revealed this new “disposition of equality and mutuality” within his own heart:  “For I long to see you, that I might impart to you some spiritual gift, so that you may be established—that is, that I may be encouraged together
 with you by the mutual faith both of you and me” (Rom. 1:11-12).  Or as The Message puts it: “You have as much to give me as I do you”.


"But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, 'give us a king to judge us'...and the Lord said to Samuel...they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me, that I should not reign over them...however, you shall solemnly forewarn them, and show them the behavior of the king who will reign over them” (1 Sam.8:6-9).


Samuel goes on to predict the behavior of the king over the people of Israel, a sordid list of hierarchical dysfunction: conscription and rank ("He will appoint captains over his thousands and captains over his fifties"), a system of forced labor ("He will set some to plow his ground and some to reap his harvest"), confiscation of the best and highest in the food chain ("He will take the best of your fields...) and on goes the sad list.


As Israel desired a king to defend against personal relationship and individual responsibility one-on-one with God, so we today in the same spirit tend to elevate charismatic "mighty ones" over us to mediate between God and ourselves.  

Military Hierarchy

"The centurion answered and said, 'Lord, I am not worthy that you should come under my roof.  But only speak a word, and my servant will be healed.  For I also am a man under authority, having soldiers under me.  And I say to this one, 'Go,' and he goes; and to another, 'Come,' and he comes; and to my servant, 'Do this,' and he does it" (Mat. 8:8-9).


Jesus was very impressed with the faith that Father had given to the centurion.
 Here was a man stuck right in the middle of the Roman military hierarchy who becomes vulnerable and expresses need before Jesus.  Could it be this need and vulnerability expressed in faith that so impressed Jesus?


Jesus goes on to commend the centurion about his faith and then makes this cryptic remark:  "And I say to you that many will come from east and west, and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven."  What does this statement have to do with faith or hierarchy?  Could it be that Jesus, reacting in love and appreciation to the centurion for his faith, bursts forth in emotion and enlightens with another glimpse of the kingdom rule to come?  The centurion had just described the hierarchy that he was enmeshed within.  Jesus contrasts this picture of rank and authority with a glimpse of the kingdom—indeed a more "lateral" picture! Jesus describes three of the "highest ranking" Bible-honored men sitting down with "many" in the kingdom of God.  


Any jealous, powerful, hierarchy-conscious Jew who might have been listening to this would no doubt be enraged at such a "laid back" picture of the "fathers” and of the kingdom as expressed by Jesus. For Jesus goes on to say, "But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness"—some sort of future redemptive judgment.  This, due to their hardness of heart—their refusal (or inability, depending on your theology) to become "poor", vulnerable and needy, as the centurion had done.

Academic Hierarchy


"And the Jews marveled, saying, 'How does this Man know letters, having never studied?" (John 7:15).


Jesus always spoke without pretense, using no language that would elevate him in the eyes of others. His refusal to use key buzzwords and “lingo” peculiar to the elite religious/academic class cost him his standing within that community.  Perhaps some considered him “anti-intellectual”.  A marginal, “outside the camp” person, it is safe to assume that Jesus was not to be found spiritually connected to the academic power centers of his time.


A good example of an “empowered place” and a “Mecca mentality” today would be a prestigious university.  In the academic hierarchy, rank is clarified and announced by degree.  The term "scholarship" connotes a sense of elevated exclusivity.  A "scholar" is one who has worked through the degrees of the academic hierarchy and has ascended to a respected level of erudition. There are many good applications of this.  Certification, for example (I would prefer a pilot who is certified and a doctor who is credentialed).  


Though academia itself is not wrong, how great is the temptation within it to be party to the spirits of pride, power, politics, competition and other functions of illegitimate hierarchy?  Even as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, which existed in the Garden of Eden, academia can incite lust within individuals.  It can promise its student-disciples that they will feel better about themselves by earning a degree.  Used this way, it can become another defense against working with God “today” and where the problems are—within the human heart.  Such outward focus on the rationality priority sets one up to be “always learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:7). But, "the golden rule for understanding spiritually is not intellect but obedience”  (Oswald Chambers).


Academic hierarchy seems inevitable within a fallen world, but where is its justification within Christianity?  Do I necessarily need as my pastor a "certified" minister who comes from a prestigious seminary or Christian college (actually, there are some churches which have gone to the other extreme and disqualified such applicants)?  Though such academic places are not wrong in and of themselves they have often been the hotbeds of religious debate, power play, competition and other forms of hierarchical dysfunction.

“The language of religion is the vehicle of collective experience and it is meaningful only when it speaks of experience and addresses itself to experience.”
  

“Intellectual” implies hierarchy whereas “experiential” connotes mutuality.


"For we dare not class ourselves or compare ourselves with those who commend themselves. But they, measuring themselves by themselves, and comparing themselves among themselves, are not wise" (2 Cor. 12:12).


The Church, in adopting the conventional wisdom as seen in a worldly form of academic hierarchy, encourages the rating, ranking and rivaling of its religious institutions.  The open advertising of Christian “mighty ones”—”scholars”—who have apparently delved more deeply into the Christian mysteries, encourages this competition.  What a paradox that the church has erected its academic hierarchies to teach about the simplest life ever lived!  “When we try to understand Jesus Christ’s teaching with our heads we get into a fog. What Jesus Christ taught is only explainable to the personality of the mind in relation to the personality of Jesus Christ.  It is a relationship of life, not of intellect.  That is why Jesus said, ‘unless you are converted and become as little children, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.’  Our conception of things has to be torn to shreds until we realize that what makes a man a Christian is a simple heart-relationship to Jesus Christ, not intellectual conceptions” (Chambers).


“But I fear, lest somehow, as the serpent deceived by his craftiness, so your minds may be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3).


It is interesting to note that Paul contrasts the simplicity of Jesus with Eve’s temptation to have her eyes “opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:5-6).  The temptation to know. Paul is saying these things within the context of “another Jesus,” a “different spirit” and “another gospel.”  How many people have been spiritually abused in a religious institution by “another gospel”?


For Christians who are seeking to better themselves educationally the temptation exists to do so for more than that reason.  For one who is seeking a higher degree—let him ask: am I willing to receive the benefit of this degree and not receive the title and with it, the prestige and implied  “rank”?


In Jesus' day, the Jews were too busy "ascending" within their own religious and academic hierarchies to fellowship with Jesus who existed on a "lower" level and who only wanted to dwell "among" them; that is, at a mutual point of brokenness and need.  We have received a measure of God’s grace when we realize that we truly “connect” with others, not at our points of power, but our points of poverty.


“A woman came to Him having an alabaster flask of very costly fragrant oil, and she poured it on His head as He sat at the table…Assuredly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the whole world, what this woman has done will also be told as a memorial to her” (Mat. 26:7, 13).

Jesus lifts up the woman’s act as the ideal: worship over theologizing. The Jews could have cut this woman to pieces with their intellect and their theology.  But here, Jesus sets forth the worship priority.  The woman was able to see her need and Jesus’ provision—this produced heartfelt worship.  There is something so stupendous in this simple act that Jesus tied it together with all future preaching of the true Gospel!

"God With Us" Reveals New "Shape" of Government


"You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and those who are great exercise authority over them.  Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become great among you, let him be your servant.  And whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life ransom for many" (Mt. 20:25-28).


Jesus, according to the promise of John the Baptist, was "laying the ax to the root of the trees" regarding man's hierarchy building. It is difficult for us to envision Jesus' inverted model of servant government.  But it is evident by Jesus’ sayings that one's experience of such government is directly related to one's childlikeness (Luke 10:21, 24).  


Paul further encourages such relationships within the Church as he holds up the ideal to "prefer one another...submit to one another..." (Rom. 12:10, Eph. 5:21).  Paul was following the Spirit of Jesus' teaching, for Jesus brought good news of a radical new kingdom, and with it, radical new kingdom rules.  Instead of power, poverty.  Instead of manipulation, mutual submission.  Rather than competition, a "preferring" of one another.  The Head of the kingdom came as a baby.   He lived 33 years "outside of the camp" apart from the power rulers of this world's political, academic and ecclesiastical hierarchies. 


"...I will build my church"... (Mt. 16:18).


In stark contrast to hierarchy building and the construction of physical edifices, Jesus introduces the concept of the Church as a spiritual entity.  Though the church would have its physical manifestations, the emphasis here is entirely spiritual.  The Ephesians epistle graphically documents the spiritual nature of the Church.  The paradigm shift is from Temple (God never liked to dwell in houses anyway—Isaiah 66:1) to Body.  The Temple/Body polarity is suggested by Jesus when he said that he would "destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up” (a Body, John 2:19).  The Jews were stuck in the hierarchy-building Temple mentality and could only think in terms of the physical Temple whereas Jesus transcended all Temple implies!  For Jesus' resurrected body became the Church, which inherently operates according to a different Spirit and lives by healthier relationship rules.  Rules based on the nature of God and not on the nature of the devil.  


"The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it, and cannot tell where it comes from, and where it goes.  So is everyone who is born of the Spirit" (John 3:8)

Jesus again stresses the spiritual nature of things that count and was revealing to Nicodemus the priorities of the new kingdom: God was no longer to be "controlled" by exclusive ideology: God was going to die and end the dysfunctional relationship with Israel that he might be "free to marry"
 another—the Church (Rom. 7:1-4). No longer was God going to allow that he should be put in any one box, any one creed, any one nation or any one organized church.  He was now free to move and exist outside of national covenant.  He could establish relationship with anyone, anywhere at any time.  This could include a relationship with a recovering drunk in an AA meeting (who wouldn't even know of the name of Jesus and yet was communing with him by nature).  God was even free to exist marginally within hierarchical churches, relating to all people in them who God had caused to become poor in spirit.  


Jesus was revealing what Gordon Fee of Regent College calls the "ad hoc" nature of the Spirit.  This free nature forbids that God would be stuck within any one church hierarchy, forbids that the Truth of God could ever be effectively and honestly systematized (for the Truth is a Person), and why government and leadership in the spiritual Church seems to the Christian elitist, in chaos. 

“But as for Philip, an angel of the Lord said to him...(Acts 8:26).  "And when they came out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord caught away Philip..." (Acts 8:39).


From start to finish in this account about Philip and the Ethiopian, it is exclusively about Philip's response to the Spirit, not to a church "superior", commission, board or committee.  It is this lack of chain of command that is so maddening to the hierarchy-conscious.  The book of Acts shows in action the "ad hoc" nature of the Spirit.  Hierarchy is absent and leadership, ill defined; at one point Peter seems to be in charge—at the Jerusalem conference, James appears to have the final say.  Paul and Barnabas don't appeal to a higher authority when disputing—they just split up. The Spirit deals with each of the apostles in a unique way.


Neither is seen a concentration of ecclesiastical power in any one place.  In fact it took the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the physical temple to blast the church out of its human tendency to build hierarchy in what would surely become a venerated church "holy" place.


"These remarks of mine about the Antichrist are pointed at those who would dearly love to blindfold you and lead you astray. But you have received the Holy Spirit, and you don't need anyone to teach you what is right.  For he teaches you all things..." (1 John 2:26, 27 Living Bible).

It is this Antichrist spirit
 that killed Jesus and John writes to defend true Christians against those who would become interpreters of God's word for them.  A powerful, “guru” stance is inspired of Antichrist.  John is reassuring Christians: "you don't need anyone to teach you"—this is the essence of “God with us.”  Qualify the teacher; “try the spirits”—evaluate their “nature”! 


"Dwell with them according to knowledge" (1 Pet. 3:7).


Paul, looking to Jesus' example, encouraged that Christians "condescend to men of low estate"  (Rom. 12:16).  Is Paul saying this “tongue in cheek”—for in reality are we not all of low estate?” Weakness and vulnerability were signs of Paul’s deep conversion, for he said, “I was with you in weakness, in fear, and in much trembling” (1 Cor. 2:3).  He didn’t seem to want to know anything among them but “Christ, and him crucified.”  Paul’s example contradicts our natural inclination to be attracted to powerful people including those with religious or academic status. To dwell with others "according to knowledge" would be to remove us from the superior stance of an “empowered one.”  


Jesus spoke to all in “street” language.  He did not posture himself as an intellectual, donning the verbiage of the academic elite.  The use of such language would have “ranked” him above the “poor” whom he came to serve.  


Personally, I like to read “scholarly” treatises: it makes me feel good about myself.  And occasionally I find myself trying to use such “high” language with others, insuring that I will distance myself from them!  Christians are to avoid “all appearance of evil.” Elevated speech can be a “badge” signifying “rank” within a hierarchy—and Jesus remains “outside the camp”!  For such “wisdom of words” makes the “cross of Christ of no effect” (1 Cor. 1:17).  Equality is an implied characteristic of  those who comprise the true church.


"Freely you have received, freely give" (Mt. 10:8).  

Equality and mutuality within the spiritual entity called the “Church” produces another major sign of its legitimacy: freedom.  If I allow myself to remain stuck in any level of a hierarchy, I remain enslaved.  The Jews were enslaved in their theocratic hierarchy.  Some early Jewish Christians were attempting to bring this into the Church; it is interesting to note how many times Paul uses the freedom/slavery contrast to warn true Christians against the enemies of the Church.

Illegitimate Hierarchy and the Offense of the Cross


"For Jews request a sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks, foolishness" (1 Cor. 1:22,23). 


 The spiritual "call" of the Father via the gospel (Hos. 2:14, John 6:44) is an expression of his nature (he cannot deny himself) and remains ever offensive to those caught up in illegitimate hierarchy.  The religious Jews knew about kingdom, rank, and power; the Greeks knew about empowered people of wisdom.  But the Father was working on an altogether different and "foolish" line. 


"The Father's weakness is exhibited in the aspects of the Cradle, the Cross and the Called" (Chambers).


God chose to merge into the human race as a human baby—the weakest thing in his creation.  For Christians, the cross represents the awesome vulnerability and humility of God.  And the Called—the Church—represents a wonderful composite of weak and foolish people. The spiritual Church will never measure up to the proud, hierarchical fortresses of this world.  Imperfect, diverse and yet unified in Spirit, it exists marginally within the various organized "official" churches.  When the organized church copies and rivals the pyramidal, power organizations of the world, it betrays the true nature of God and simply ceases to represent God to that degree.

"The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone" (1 Pet. 2:7).


Had Jesus been willing to enter into the power politics of his day, to champion the Jewish belief system, it would not have cost him his life.  The power people of the world God calls "builders"—builders of illegitimate hierarchy.  In contrast, Jesus is called the chief "cornerstone" suggestive of "cube" rather than "capstone" indicating "pyramid."  A cornerstone is on the bottom, supportive and foundational.  Whereas Satan has tempted the organized church into building its hierarchies, Jesus refuses to dwell at the top of them but dwells "in the midst" of the true Church which is spiritual (Rev. 1:13).

Illegitimate Hierarchy as a Paradigm for Psychological Defense

“It is an illusion to suppose that real security can be gained by men organizing their own personal and community life.  There are encounters and destinies which man cannot master.  He cannot secure endurance for his works.  His life is fleeting and its end is death.  History goes on and pulls down all the towers of Babel again and again.  There is no real, definitive security, and it is precisely this illusion to which men are prone to succumb in their yearning for security” (Jesus Christ and Mythology, Rudolf  Bultmann)


Our natural human inclination is to defend against God.  This is the implicit lesson in the story of the tower of Babel.  There are logical reasons why we so defend.  Conventional religion has endlessly presented distorted images of deity.  We defend against these slanderous definitions of God, and rightly so.  The image of God within each of us naturally recoils at pictures of God as Holy Judge, Creator of Hell, God of eternal wrath as pictured by the doctrine of endless torment of the enemies of God
—and other definitions that misrepresent his true nature.  Doctrine that slanders God and impedes our relationship with him is a study in itself.  


The dismantlement of our individual psychic towers of Babel involves what Christians call the “gospel”.  It subverts the conventional wisdom about God. It is the good news about God and his true nature and represents an “alternative wisdom” about God.  The power to dismantle is by the Spirit of God, who manifests anywhere and everywhere he pleases, and is found working within any of the “official” world religions.  When the Spirit has done his work, we no longer need to embrace our idols for security.  We are now free for relationship with the sacred, perfectly safe and resting in his good will for each of us.

We All Want to Get "High"


"Humble yourself in the sight of the Lord, and he will lift you up" (Jas. 4:10).


The desire to "ascend" must be by way of the cross.  This goes against the grain of our fallen condition.  Jesus will ask us to "go up higher" (Luke 14:8-11) if we will seek to humble ourselves.  The way of submitting to the authority of Jesus brings true freedom, and if the "Son shall make you free, you shall be free indeed” (John 8:36). We all want freedom but we will never find it within illegitimate hierarchy, as its model of "authority" is wrong.


“Jesus, worn out by the trip, sat down at the well…a woman, a Samaritan, came to draw water.  Jesus said, “Would you give me a drink of water?” (John 4:6-7, The Message).


Jesus, after having resisted the devil concerning “high” things (See Mat. 4:8-10), proved to be qualified to teach.  He begins to teach the Samaritan woman, not from a power position but from a weak and needy position.   The personality of Jesus exuded an ethos of safety and mutual dependency.  Possibly, the personality of God as manifestly human is one that includes what we would call “shyness” or “bashfulness.”  In any event, Jesus would not appear as the least bit intimidating.  The power of God is an altogether different thing than the power we humans seem to be so impressed with.

Within the aura of grace provided by Jesus, the woman dropped her defenses enough to receive something from Jesus.  The most effective teachers are those who are vulnerable, transparent and share from their experience some weaker parts of themselves.

Proponents of Illegitimate Hierarchy as Hyper-Moralists


“You who make your boast in the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law?  For, ‘the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you’”  (Rom. 2:23).


Those who preach the moral “rites of passage” into Christianity are those who are not patient enough to let the Holy Spirit convict. It is a God-like stance and it causes the Truth to be “evil spoken of” (2 Peter 2:2).  Paul’s argument in Romans one through three is that “…there is no difference” among any of us, morally speaking, “…for all have sinned.”  The standard of righteousness is now Faith and not the Law (Romans 3:21,22).  If the law is the standard, we are all dead men.  But the priests of morality will continue to use power to judge and condemn the behavior of others whereas that is not the Gospel at all!


We begin to see the shift from Law-righteousness to Faith-righteousness in the story of the priest Zacharias, the husband of Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist.  John represents the last of the old order: ascetic, austere, scrupulous regarding the law.  It follows that his parents were this way too.  They were “both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord, blameless” (Luke 1:6).  But Zacharias failed his first test of faith, that of believing the statement of Gabriel who had predicted the birth of John in the their old age.  It is not coincidental that Gabriel told Zacharias to “shut up” until John was born (vs. 20).


John himself was to “prepare the way of the Lord.”  He did this by preaching repentance—another way of saying, “law-obedience” or “law-righteousness.”  John was an “in your face” kind of preacher, similar to many today, who hold up the standard of law, morality, and behavior change.  There is nothing wrong with the law.  The only problem is, I cannot keep it—not before introducing to me the Life that can keep it.  Jesus soon-coming model of “grace before truth” perplexed John, to the point of his asking, “are you really the Messiah?”  Twice, John stated of Jesus flat out: “I did not know him” (John 1:31, 33).  People are “prepared” for the way of Jesus when their own efforts at law-righteousness break down.   


Zacharias was able to make this leap of faith. As his speech returned to him, he couldn’t wait to praise God for delivering us from our enemies (the law, which “kills”, according to St. Paul), that we may now “serve him without fear” (Luke 1:74), “through the tender mercy of our God” (vs. 78). Those “under the law” know not the tender mercy of our Heavenly Father.  Having recently escaped “those ordinances that were against us”, Zacharias was even graced to see the beginning of a new process.  He spoke of the dawning of Jesus as the heavenly “Dayspring” to give “light to those who sit in darkness.” That “Daystar” as referred to also by Peter, continues to rise until the whole creation is saved and bathed in its light (2 Peter 1:19 with Psalm 19:5-6). 


There is a connection with all of this to illegitimate hierarchy.  Zacharias was a priest in a system of law and hierarchy.  Only the Levites could be priests.  Access to God was through a priest, a way of defending one against personal relationship with God.  The High Priest was the only priest who could enter, once a year, into the “Holy of Holies.”  A rope was tied to him as he entered incase he died there, that he might be pulled out.  This system, and these offices, are symbolic of our psychological defenses, used to defend against who we think God is.  That Jesus came to reveal the Father is to say that he came to reveal who the Father really is.


Hyper-Moralism reaches its apex in the Bible-described “man of sin” who “exalts himself above all that is worshiped, so that he sits as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God” (2 Thessalonians 2:4).


“There is always the tendency to produce an absolute authority; we accept the authority of the church, or of the Bible, or of a creed, and often refuse to do any more thinking on the matter; and in so doing we ignore the essential nature of Christianity which is based on a personal relationship to Jesus Christ, and works on the basis of our responsibility.” (Chambers)


When we learn to relate one-on-one with Jesus and with each other we don't have to be enslaved and stuck in the middle of a church hierarchy with its jealously guarded strata of authority and pecking order.  When we fear God, we fear nothing else.  But the hierarchical bastions of authority will "...hate you, and will exclude you, and revile you, and cast out your name as evil, for the Son of Man's sake" (Luke 6:22).  At such a time it is refreshing to remember the spiritual nature of the Church.

The other night I couldn't sleep,

So I counted saints instead of sheep.

As their faces passed through my mind,

I pondered Jesus, so very kind!

The face of Him I could not see,

Rather, He's given you and me

To form His Body head to toe,

Other comfort I do not know.

My anxious thoughts He put to calm,

The thought of saints a soothing balm.

The stream of saints a lovely lilt

As I saw the Church that Jesus built.


When we recognize Jesus as absolutely trustworthy and fully a "safe person" we will not fear to bring our "issues" to him.  He knows that we are broken; we do not need the "fig leaves" of hierarchy (and our other defenses) to hide from him.  When we recognize his magnificent and glorious personality, we will become "allured" (Hos. 2:14) by God and offer ourselves freely, even as God loves us freely (Hos. 14:4).  Some have called this God’s “irresistible grace.”



Illegitimate Hierarchy vs. Legitimate Mentoring


“For though you might have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers…” (1 Cor. 4:15a).


Paul is saying, “You have many theologizers but not many nurturers.”  All legitimate teaching and preaching have as its object the “lifting up” and the glorification of Jesus—not self-glorification.  Paul was willing to appear as a “fool,” and as “weak” to those he served.  He encourages those who would be leaders in the church to abandon the “false self”
 and to “get real” and vulnerable with people—for the true, fallen self is the reality of all of us.  There is a difference between “father” as used in an elevated, empowered religious sense and its legitimate use connoting “mentor” or one who comes along side.


“And I will very gladly spend and be spent for your souls…” (2 Cor. 12:15).


Followers of Christ who do so implicitly through the Spirit will have no trouble following a Christian leader as that leader himself follows Christ.  The test has always been: does the leader represent the nature of God?  A leader may be doctrinally correct and yet communicating by nature “another spirit”. Therefore, Christians are to “try the spirits” and attitudes of leaders.  A true leader will gladly spend on you whatever God-given power he or she has, deflecting all glory to Jesus. 

The teaching of a leader is most effective when it is based on life experience.  A Godly leader will never take the stance of the morally superior person but will be vulnerable, confessing weakness, and be non-intellectualizing.


A legitimate mentor will be "lateral" within all relationships; that is, he will treat others as equals, fulfilling what Paul said: in Christ "there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female." The legitimate mentor will be attuned to a great kingdom reality, that which could be called the mutuality of gifts.  This is a stance of equality, which denies the power/priest role.


Eugene Peterson shows how God “mentors” us, using parable as a tactful way of converting the soul:  “Parables subversively slip past our defenses.  Once they’re inside the citadel of self, we might expect a change of method, a sudden brandishing of bayonets resulting in a palace coup. But it does not happen.  Our integrity is honored and preserved.  God does not impose his reality from without; he grows flowers and fruit from within.  God’s truth is not an alien invasion but a loving courtship in which the details of our common lives are treated as seeds in our conception, growth and maturity in the kingdom.  Parables trust our imaginations, which is to say, our faith. They don’t herd us paternalistically into classroom where we get things explained and diagrammed.  They don’t bully us into regiments where we find ourselves marching in a moral goose step.”
  


We can better understand illegitimate hierarchy by contrasting it with “legitimate hierarchy.”  So let’s take a brief look at this.

Legitimate Hierarchy


“But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory…”  (2 Cor. 3:18).


“(God) comes in, and dwells with us, and we are transformed to the same image of truth and purity and heavenly childhood.  Where power dwells, there is no force, where the spirit-Lord is, there is liberty”  (Creation in Christ, Knowing the Son—George MacDonald).


In our fallen world, “authority” is equated with “power”—and the use of force, if necessary.  C.S. Lewis observed, “the opposite of love is not hate, it is power.”  This glorification of power is a part of the “spirit of the world” and is sadly sometimes shared by parts of the Christian church. Some fundamentalists see the “return” of Christ as apocalyptic.  Christ is to return in power to punish the wicked and enforce his way upon the inhabitants of the world.


But “covenant theologians” do not see it this way.  Take one of Jesus’ parables of the kingdom of God. “It is like leaven which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal till the whole was leavened” (Luke 13:21).  This parable is covert, subversive and suggests a gradual, permeating transformation of “this present evil world” until it becomes in full, the kingdom of God.  Such government is described as non-confrontational.  Its power is as inexorable as the working of leaven within a loaf of bread.  The reach of the kingdom of God is as infinite as leaven working in a loaf of bread—until it has permeated and affected the whole earth.  “Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end…(Isaiah 9:7).


George MacDonald spoke in this regard: “Where power (legitimate) dwells, there is no force…the Lord Jesus, by free, potent communion with their inmost being, will change his obedient brethren till in every thought and impulse they are good like him…”  Such stealthy, covert work is the present work of God within the hearts of mankind.  The kingdom of God does not come primarily by human “free will” and decisions for Christ. “The zeal of the Lord of hosts will perform this” (Isaiah 9:7).  Zechariah said it this way: “Not by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts” (Zech. 4:6).


Some conservative Christians see the kingdom of God as confrontational.  Frenzied  programs are launched to reach the “unsaved” in order to confront them with the choice to “decide for Jesus.”  The subtle or not so subtle threat of “hell”
 is often provided to give these programs teeth. Those who refuse to decide now in favor of Christ will eventually confront an angry, returning Christ to serve these incorrigibly wicked their just desserts.  This scenario also provides that these same Christians shall rule with Christ over his enemies.
  The greater the “reward” one receives, the greater the power to enforce the rule of God, or so goes the thinking. Some even envision a literal “fourth” Temple, the resumption of the royal, priesthood line of Levi, and even the reinstitution of animal sacrifices! 

This conventional wisdom within a part of the Christian Church is subverted by an alternative wisdom provided by another part:  “For the idea of ruling was excluded where childlikeness was the one essential quality.  It was no more who should rule, but who should serve; no more who should look down upon his fellows from the conquered heights of authority—even of sacred authority, but who should look up honoring humanity, and ministering to it, so that humanity itself might at length be persuaded of its own honor as a temple of the living God” (George MacDonald, Ibid.)


It is generally understood that a major function of the ministry of Jesus was to reveal the Father.  What does this mean?  Simply that there exists a Person who’s name is “Father”?  It is much deeper than that.  Jesus came to restore the good name of the Father.  What is he really like?  Karl Barth understood that the gospel is not about our decisions.  But our fallen state and natural narcissism make it all about us and what we do!
 


If we can understand the nature of the Father and his relationship with Jesus and each of us, we can better understand “legitimate hierarchy.”  Jesus provided an outline prayer, called the Lord’s Prayer, in order that we may better understand the Father.  Though the prayer is mainly recited by rote by Christians, each of its phrases speaks volumes about the nature of God.  The Lord’s Prayer is an “outline” prayer; that is, I don’t think Jesus expected us to repeat it over and over as much as he desires that we savor its salient phrases—that we let it serve to help us recover the nature of God. 

See the essay, The Lord’s Prayer.

�	 Karen Armstrong, in her book The Battle for God, notes that “the hajj is the cubed-shaped  (Muslim) shrine of the Kabah, situated in the heart of Mecca…”  The hajj is also a “communal event, during which pilgrims wear a uniform white garment to underline the unity of the unmah and to obviate the differences between the rich and poor.” Anyone witnessing this event would see a flow of white humanity gracefully encircling the cube-shape shrine. Armstrong also states that “the structure (cube) of the Kabah conforms to the geometric pattern found by psychologist C.G. Jung and has archetypal significance…it was a paradigm of the order that had brought the cosmos out of chaos…Jung believed that it was not necessary to choose between a square and the circle…the foundation of all reality, was, he believed, a square inserted within a circle” (Armstrong is here referring to Johannes Sloek’s work, Devotional Language). No mention is made of triangle or pyramid as having Godly significance.


�	 I use the word “fall” for lack of a better word.  In the strictest sense, man did not “fall”, as if to say he fell out of the will and order of God.  God is “all in all” and is responsible for the darkness as well as the light—they are both “alike” to him (Psa. 139:12).  


�	 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, firm defense against God as the Israelites settled comfortably into a “landed” national ethos, forsaking a healthier, national sense of  “precarious hope”—dependence upon God.


�	 God shows mercy on whom he would have mercy and gives hardness on whom he hardens (Rom. 9:18).  It’s all a matter of divine timing: “So then it is not of him that wills, nor of him that runs, but of God that shows mercy” (vs. 16).  “Every man in his own order” (1 Cor. 15:23).


�	 Notice Paul’s emphasis on the “together”--ness aspect in Ephesians 2:5-6.


�	 The Father gives to each in his “order” (1 Cor. 15:23) a “measure of faith” (Romans 12:3).


�	 From Death by Bread Alone by Dorothee Soelle.


�	 See my essay of this title.


�	 Oswald Chambers observed that the spirit of Antichrist is “absolute moral perfection”—indicating an emphasis on morality and behavior modification.


�	 Jesus revealed that the Father’s heart for his enemies is quite different.  To them, Jesus said, slake their thirst, clothe their nakedness, feed their hunger and visit their loneliness.


�	 A couple of George MacDonald sayings express this doctrine well: “It cannot be that any creature should know him (God) as he is and not desire him… The represented God man may refuse; many refused the Lord; the revealed God no one can refuse.”





�	 I like the Latin word “persona”, meaning “actors mask.”


�	Living the Message; Daily Reflections with Eugene H. Peterson 


�	 “The gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Romans 11:29).  George MacDonald observed: “It cannot be that any creature should know him as he is and not desire him.” But the “when” of ones calling—the “when” of ones confronting God’s irresistible grace—is set by God: “But each one in his own order…” (1 Cor. 15:23), as St. Paul puts it.


�	  “All those evil doctrines about God that work misery and madness have their origin in the brains of the wise and prudent, not in the hearts of children.”—George MacDonald. 


�	 In this connection it is interesting to note the relationship between conservative, Zionist Jews and fundamentalist Christians.  These odd bedfellows yearn for the rebuilding of the Temple so that Messiah can return in power. 


�	 Barth stated in his Epistle to the Romans, “The gospel speaks of God as he is.  It is concerned with him himself and with him only.”







