How Then Shall We Live? (Draft 10/23/05)

"Oh, mighty, true church of all churches...church under starry roof...church where not a mark is to be seen of human hand! This was the church of God's building, the only fitting type of a yet greater, a yet holier church, whose stars are the burning eyes of self-forgetting love, whose worship is a ceaseless ministration of self-forgetting deeds--the one real ideal church, the body of the living God, built of the hearts and souls of men and women out of every nation and every creed, through all time and over all the world, redeemed alike from Judaism, paganism, and all the false Christianities that darken and dishonor the true..."

Selection from The Laird's Inheritance--George MacDonald

Conflicting Images of Deity


So many have given up on God, discouraged.  Mixed and shaming messages in the name of “God” have issued forth from some of the world’s great spiritual traditions, though it seems to me, more pronounced within Christianity. Horrific images of Deity constantly and competitively vie for pre-eminence within the world community.  From time immemorial countless religious traditions and their factions and adherents have presented conflicted images of “God”, leading to divisions within families and nation states. Strife and warfare have often resulted.  Many honest people have reacted, sought rest from it all, have become agnostic or atheistic, have finally thrown their hands up in the name of intellectual honesty and have abandoned hope in any “God” whatsoever.  


In a way, atheism serves a constructive purpose, giving those abused by “official” religion a time of rest and recovery.  Others so abused become agnostic, unwilling to abandon the “God” idea altogether.  There seems to be too much evidence to suggest a First Cause; intricate design suggests a Designer, life suggests a Life-giver.  In addition, inexplicable “spiritual” qualities of heart such as love, compassion, mercy and a sense of justice also suggest a power, nature and personality greater than ourselves; the spiritual “intangibles” that represent a “greater than” what is seen at first glance in our finite world.


It is the goal of this short essay to offer hope to such people who may be discouraged about ever finding a spirituality that makes sense to them.  

Three Ways God Communicates with Everyone

There is ample evidence indicating the existence of a deity who is both good and fully in control of everything.  Answers to the God question can be found within the various spiritual traditions and their sacred literature. 

Answers may also be found within the physical creation, and perhaps most profoundly, spiritual answers to perplexing and honest questions can be found within each of us. This is especially effective when combined with our association with the healthy community of our spiritual tradition. If there is a Creator and we are the created, should it sound strange that God may be found living within each and every one of us?


Though it is true that we may listen for and hear God communicate to us through the media of our spiritual tradition and its sacred literature, the physical creation, and from within ourselves, it is equally true that these media communicate “evil” to us as well.  Evil is loud, full of “self” and “in your face”, and so we usually hear it first.  God is subtle and kind and it can take years of experience before we can attune to the “still, small voice” of God from within.  We have been feeding off the dark side of these three spheres of revelation; consequently our vision of the true, good God is skewed. 


Within each spiritual tradition, a loud, abusive voice for “god” can be heard. The physical creation also teaches evil, as we witness within it, cruelty, competition and the “survival of the fittest.”  And from within our own hearts issue forth the evils of competition, bigotry, lawlessness and greed.  It is the Spirit
 of God, available to all, who is able to qualify for us the two voices of good and evil from within these three spheres.

Only One of Many Perspectives


“Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him. But God hath revealed them unto us by his Spirit: for the Spirit searches all things, yes, the deep things of God.” St. Paul

What follows are words written from a Christian perspective, but only out of necessity—this is my spiritual tradition, and most familiar with it.  Any truth expressed here via the Christian tradition may be also expressed (and possibly better) through the language of another spiritual tradition. The Spirit of God is simply not limited to any one custom or spiritual way.

The Spirit of God reveals within all spiritual traditions a single priority:  “The things…the deep things of God” have to do with God’s true character.  This wonderful truth about God’s good nature and personality, though scarce and precious, simply cannot be contained within any single organized religious group, and breaks forth as light throughout the world:


“The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows his handiwork.

Day unto day utters speech, and night unto night shows knowledge. There is no speech 

nor language, where their voice is not heard” (Psalm 19:1-3).


            The good news of God’s authentic, good character breaks forth as loving Light within all cultures and spiritual traditions; Light emanates from within the physical creation as well as from within human hearts where God has already done his redeeming work:



“It’s the one light you have in a dark time as you wait for daybreak and rising of the Morning Star in your hearts” (2 Peter 1:19, The Message, Eugene Peterson).  Such light, Peter goes on, is of no “private interpretation”, because it is from the Spirit whom is like the “wind” which “blows at it wishes” (John 3:8).  All three spheres of God-revelation—the human heart, the creation, our diverse spiritual traditions—are a “mixed bag”; that is, both good and evil can be found within each.  The challenge then, is to learn to listen to the good and “God” within all three, and live in the Light of each their message for us.



Jesus seemed aware of these three opportunities we all possess for meeting God, as several gospels record:



“The Father’s imperial rule is within you (the heart), and it is outside you” (the creation)…it is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it” (The Gospel of Thomas 3:3, 113:4)



Jesus himself represents the third sphere, as his life and teaching show the best of all spiritual traditions and the ideal way their communities can live and work together in peace.

Meanwhile, Many Locked in Unbelief Regarding the True Nature of God


“For God hath concluded them all in unbelief, that he might have mercy upon all. O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out! (Romans 11:32)


We are all condemned to our false notions of God, and that is where we will remain until we are called, irrevocably, to see God differently.  But “all” will receive such mercy, for God has said it—apparently according to God’s time for each of us.  Meanwhile, a contrived and threatening “gospel” issues forth from the fundamentalist part of the Christian Church, with awful consequences for those refusing to receive it.  Such overt, abusive spirituality is hardly known within the other world’s religions.


But St. Paul offers an alternative wisdom on the matter.  All are blinded, all shall see (Romans 11:12).  Hence, God “declares the end from the beginning”.  We are not told the details of the “in between”—how this shall work out for each of us personally—and they are not important.  What is important is that these statements reveal an aspect of the nature of God:  all things will work out for good. All shall eventually know and share in the divine “image”.


“For a good tree doesn’t produce corrupt fruit; neither does a corrupt tree produce good fruit”—Jesus   


Jesus observed the corrupt fruit in the lives of the religious leaders of his day.  This corrupt fruit presented in terms of injustice, lack of mercy and religious pride.  These were spawned by wrong views of God on the part of the religious of that day.
  The life of Jesus subverted all of this, “He who has seen me, has seen the Father”.  As many today, the religious leaders were enslaved to their false concepts of God.  A primary purpose of Jesus was to “reveal the Father.”  In other words, provide for a new understanding and “image” of the nature and personality of God.  Without this re-imaging, it was impossible for the religious leaders of that day to produce anything but rotten fruit.  This principle—our need to “imagine” God correctly—follows through to this day.


The apostle Peter spoke of the “good works” of all honest seekers after the heart of God. “Having your conduct honest among the Gentiles: that, whereas they speak against you as evildoers, they may by your good works, which they will see, glorify God in the day of visitation” (1 Peter 2:12).  Of course, the general Christian conservative view is one of God’s retribution in the “day of (his) visitation”; there will be hell to pay.  Peter corrects us with further divine re-imaging: the “unsaved”—rather than being damned, will be glorifying God in that day.




The Christian apostle James spoke of a faith*, the object of which is God’s true nature and one that produces good works—a living faith.  Implied: a “dead’ faith is one of which its object are false notions of God, and are bound to produce nothing good in the form of “fruit.”  


The sense of all of this is expressed in God’s haunting words to Abraham, the father of the world’s three great mono-theistic religions: “Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield, and your exceeding great reward (Genesis 15:1).  God Himself—God’s intrinsic nature of goodness—becomes Abraham’s greatest reward as it dawns upon him, and the reward of everyone, eventually.
 


St. Paul also wrote that there is but “one Spirit, one Lord, and one baptism…one God and Father over all.”  That one spirit finds expression within the various world spiritual traditions and presents from within the hearts of all called now to know the divine nature as mercy, justice and humility—summed up by Love.  Most would agree that Love is the greatest spiritual gift, a quality found within all religions.

God The Initiator


“No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him: and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:44).


God’s call is always a call to an understanding of his true nature and personality.
  As the call of the sea is heard by only those who have its “nature” within them (Oswald Chambers), so also is the call of the true God as he calls, draws and makes his own many from within the various spiritual traditions and cultures of the world.  God’s call is awakened within each of us “in due time”—in this life or the next.
  


Our newly awakened understanding of God’s true nature is the great meaning of “election”:  Everyone is eventually brought to this great understanding, for the depth of God’s love and goodness are greater than the depth of evil that exists within all of us, even the worst of us.  It is one thing to intellectually assent to the idea of God’s goodness, another to experience it in the heart. This is the work of God’s Spirit: “And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all people unto me” said Jesus (John 12:32).  Jesus calls us to God’s nature/name, not to a phonetic name.
  A personal desire for this kind of relationship is expressed in the following prayer of hope:

Shepherd me O God,

Beyond my wants and fears,

From death into life.

Many of our “wants and fears” are defensive in nature and the natural result of our false views of God.  Often we “want” things not good for us and use them to defend against our false images of deity.  We are fearful of who God may turn out to be  (or deny God altogether) and seek the temporary comfort of our idols in an attempt to mitigate these fears.  Psychiatrists call this defense “manic flight”—the frenzied attempt to flee from personal, incessant and threatening images of “God”.

Key to the “God” Question: Knowing the Character and Nature of God


Our unbelief in God is legitimate in the sense that it is usually founded on false notions of Deity.  Our unbelief is an honest and logical reaction to these false images.  When God’s true personality and nature come into focus, when God’s mind and heart are seen and felt, our unbelief begins to evaporate and “belief” appears.  Some Christians have called this transaction the result of God’s “irresistible grace.”


The Hebrew Psalmist understood this and desired to remain alive “until I declare your strength (disposition) to this generation, your power to everyone who is to come” (Psalm 71:18). To tell of God’s strength and power is to say that, in spite of a world seemingly careening out of control with evil, “everything will turn out all right”.  Expressed by a Hebrew preacher concerning God, “He has made everything beautiful in his time” (Ecclesiastes 3:11).  Stated in theological terms, the re-imaging of God is to reveal the full reach of God’s saving power, all “saved” and brought home in the end. The Psalmist David put it in this way:  “Those who know Your name (God’s true and good nature) shall put their trust in You” (Psalm 9:10).  Implied: to not know of God’s character must result in a lack of trust, defaulting only to trust in self.  


Similar language was used by St. Paul who spoke of God reconciling the world to himself
.  In order to reconcile all people to himself, God faces the challenge of re-defining himself
 to all.  The God who “declares the end from the beginning” sends forth his loving light in order to dispel false notions about his nature and character.  Such re-definition involves understandings about God’s pervasive Love, his absolute sovereignty over both good and evil, and the full reach of his salvation.  These lead to the subverting of popular false notions of God, represented in such abusive Christian doctrines of loss, such as the “fewness doctrine” (which states that only a few will be saved in the end), the doctrine of Annihilation (God bows to the wishes of the incorrigible and destroys them), and the doctrine of “Hell” (a place of eternal torture prepared by God for those God failed to save).


“But none of these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 20:24).


The main thrust of St. Paul’s ministry was to re-define and re-imagine God in healthy and glorious terms to all who would give ear.  In Paul’s earlier life, he had known a god who was hyper-moralistic, exclusivist, vindictive.  Like other Pharisees, he had based his image of God on the Hebrew Scriptures, which often paint a picture of an unlovable god.  But there is also presented in them, another voice
 for God—a God who prioritizes love, mercy, forgiveness, justice and humility (Micah 6:8).  


Paul reduced the stated scope of his ministry to “testify to the good news of the grace of God”.  St. Paul had changed in his understandings of God’s character; God had not.  As Christian fundamentalists have their doctrines of loss today that continue to bewilder people in their quest for God, so did the Pharisees of Jesus’ time.  Paul’s encounter with God on the road to Damascus, where he made Paul “an offer he couldn’t refuse”, began a dramatic “re-imaging” of God within the deepest reaches of his psyche.  This accounts for St. Paul’s many later “Universalist” statements.
 Paul was to become God’s chosen vessel to bear God’s name (true nature) “before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel”—in other words, everyone (Acts 9:15). 

Form Verses Substance


“Have we not all one father? Has not one God created us?” (Malachi 2:10)

The various world spiritual traditions have evolved over the millennia, for good and for bad.  These represent the visible “forms” of religion.  The good and therefore eternal essence of each of these traditions manifests in the spiritual qualities of Love, Mercy and Compassion. Each tradition has its unique gift to bring to the table, enabling its adherents to better “image” God.  Buddhism and other traditions present such useful disciplines as Meditation and Mindfulness that may be put to good use by people of other religious traditions.  Buddhism represents a “form” of religion, but its teachings far transcend form and bring its adherents (though some consider Buddhism an atheistic religion) to the “substance” and priority of its true spirituality—to better discover the Divine Nature, to better enter into relationship with “God” and enjoy the peace that such trusting relationship always brings.  


Native American Spirituality has many diverse outward “forms” such as the sacred dance and the sacramental use of sweat lodges.  The “substance” of these includes the very real practice of communing with the Great Spirit and presents a spirituality that is in tune with creation, a respect for the environment and so forth. 

If There Is A God, What Is Required?


“He has showed you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?” Micah 6:8


A healthy spirituality would suggest a Deity who “requires” nothing but who engages us in such transcendent terms as justice, love, mercy, humility, forgiveness and acceptance.  These represent the nature and personality of God. “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth” (John 4:21).  Our worship of and submission to this “Divine Nature” finds practical expression as we ourselves manifest these Godly qualities in our relationships with others.


No single spiritual tradition has a corner on these wonderful spiritual qualities of 
God, though each has its gift to give to round out a healthy “image” of Deity. Sadly, the opposite effect is often the case.  Rather than respect each tradition as unique to its culture, and having value to gift to all others outside of that culture, religious tradition has often reduced to exclusivism and competition, alienating people of other cultures and religious traditions.  Such action is anti-God in that it negates a vital aspect of the divine nature—that is, one of acceptance and inclusion.  Inclusion and Acceptance were striking personality traits of Jesus (inciting the wrath of the religious leaders) as he related in this way with all whom he came into contact.


When an ethos of exclusivism is manifest in a culture or religion, a “demand” is  implied and projected in the practice of the tradition.  Any religious tradition can present as being “The Way” to the exclusion of all other traditions.  Priesthoods and religious schools have evolved, institutionalizing this ethos, sometimes further polarizing.  People of power have always arisen to form the upper echelons of each tradition that so postures. These often represent the high priests and “gurus” of the tradition. They are the most vocal, often speaking and writing, sometimes challenging the validity of other spiritual ways and expressions. The confusing result is that the Love priority is often missed and a fragmented presentation of “God” comes to the average person.  The “seeker” is barraged with conflicting snippets of doctrine and practice, often resulting in confusion, disillusionment and discouragement. 

Starting Points


All spiritual traditions share certain spiritual priorities in common.  As mentioned, these include justice, love, forgiveness and acceptance.  These spiritual priorities ought to be points of unity among those adherents of the various spiritual traditions, providing for tolerant and “accepting” community everywhere. But because we tend to focus on the “form” of a religion and not the “substance” of it, unity can seem a long way off.  But it can hardly be argued that these spiritual qualities are good starting points in the pursuit of unity, tolerance and acceptance.  George MacDonald observed, “The best within a person, is the person.”  It could also be added that the best in a spiritual tradition is the tradition.  For example, many have become prejudiced regarding Islam due to the events of the past few years.  And yet, if such people would honestly read the Quran with open hearts and minds, individual spirits would be nourished in Truth and Good (see http://www.godquest.org/islam.htm. Sixty of its many good religious tenets are listed).



Another good starting point, one recognized by every religion, is the knowing and accepting the common plight of all of us as human beings.  We are mortal, and all subject to death.  Debate surely exists over what happens after death, but it is generally acknowledged that physical death happens even to the healthiest of us.


But “death” can have other meanings.
  The best in each religious tradition acknowledges the need for one to personally “die” to such selfish, unloving notions expressed as injustice, intolerance and religious “rightness”.  Indeed, it is the “fundamentalist” part of each religion that preaches exclusivism, often resulting in injustice and lack of tolerance.  Again, the good as well as the bad may be found in each religion.  The “death-to-self” motif, that we may be “resurrected” to new, unselfish life, is very strong within Christianity, though it may also be found in other traditions.  Most all recognize that human beings tend to be basically fearful, and at the root of this fear is our fear of who “God” might turn out to be.  Inner, psychological defenses are erected to defend against this common fear, often resulting in schism and dysfunction within the world’s religious communities.  


For example, our “security” fear, the fear that we may not get enough, can lead to injustice, as we lie, cheat and steal to obviate this fear.  Our fearful behavior does not consider ones brothers and sisters, who may have far less in worldly goods than we do.  And it certainly does not consider the Divine Nature—for God, by nature would never, lie, steal or kill.  Indeed, the Ten Commandments of the Hebrew tradition express to some degree the divine nature, and offer some personal “behavioral” guidelines to each of us, members of the world community.  These in turn influence our worldview and on how we interact with others.


A final starting point is to recognize that all people are living within the experience of the “grieving process”.  The brilliant psychiatrist Elisabeth Kubler-Ross established the five stages of grief in her book, On Death and Dying.  These include denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.  Though these stages in the process of grief may be exaggerated on the death of a loved one, we all experience “little” losses every day of our lives.  In the process of grief, these stages are not necessarily linear and we may move from stage to stage “randomly” and over and over again.


Fundamental to all of our grief and sadness rests on our skewed views of God and his true, loving nature.  When God is viewed as angry and vindictive, we may “bargain” with God (“I promise to do better next time!”).  We may “deny” God exists (agnosticism and atheism).  We may view God as cruel and arbitrary (causing us to be angry and depressed).  In the end, however, all come to “acceptance” about God and all will bend the knee in worship of him.  But the price of acceptance comes high. This is because “the basis of life is tragedy” (Chambers).  Many things within our lives, our culture and world give the lie to God and his goodness. So many years of suffering
 (moving within the grieving process) are needed to bring us to a final “acceptance” of God, his love for us, and ours for him.

Our Spiritual Powers 


“God is sheer being itself—Spirit. Those who worship him must do it out of their very being, their spirits, their true selves, in adoration” (John 4:24, The Message)

We have seen so far that there is an important distinction between religious form and religious substance.  Religious form is unique, distinctive and indigenous to a culture. It can express the spiritual ethos of that culture.  These forms ought to be respected by all peoples of the world community, giving cause for celebration as we “community” with one another. They represent the “diversity” that can, ideally, work in unity with all the others.


The uniting power of the various world spiritual traditions is the “substance” of those traditions and as we have seen, such things as love, forgiveness, mercy and acceptance of all peoples can be the “glue” that keeps us all “together” working in harmony. For these attributes express the nature and character of God, and is God not the Father of us all?

So then, what are the unifying powers of the saints*, those of us out of every spiritual tradition of the world?   I suggest five or six; however, these may be broken down further.  Before we look at these, I think there is one other important thing we Christians must consider regarding our approach and mind-set toward all peoples, in and out of the “official” Christian church.  For God has his saints attuned to his voice sprinkled throughout the world and within every religion and spiritual path.

Eucharistic Bread Served Before the Wine


“For as often as you eat this bread, and drink this cup, you do show the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Corinthians 11:26)


Within Christianity, the most important sacrament is the “Lord’s Supper”, “Communion”, or “Eucharist”, depending on the particular Christian tradition.  Jesus instituted “Communion” during supper, his disciples together with him at their final meal together before his death.  The simple yet profound “service” varies in form, but again, it is the “substance” that matters and that unifies those within the Christian tradition.


Jesus, a simple man (we are the complicated ones) used two simple tokens to symbolize through his body our connection to others and to God—bread and wine.  The bread of Christ’s body, the wine of his blood.  Not to be confused with all the many pagan deities that required blood sacrifice, these symbols represent a fait accompli and are efficacious for all people, regardless if one understands or accepts them or not; regardless if one observes them or not.  The symbols of Jesus’ broken body and poured out blood are a message of divine love for all, regardless whether the meaning is yet understood or accepted. Implicit within the message: every person will eventually receive and accept the good news of God’s good Nature and love for each of his children.  The receiving and acceptance of the message do not make it efficacious—God makes it efficacious—the one who receives and accepts it simply experiences and benefits from God’s message of love, as one partakes of this community event. A meaning that ought to deepen by every observance. 


For years I wondered why Jesus set in order the Eucharistic rite the eating of the bread before the drinking of the wine.  Shouldn’t it be the other way around?  Don’t our sins* have to be forgiven (the blood) before we can experience the “body” (the bread)—the community of the saints—of the Lord?  And yet Jesus does this in reverse.  Could a meaning in the sequence be that as we experience the grace and forgiveness within holy community, we experience a sense of the forgiveness of our sins?   After all, I may assent to a set of fine sounding spiritual propositions, without any of it reaching my heart.  But as I experience loving, forgiving and accepting community, by a process of holy osmosis in communion with God and all others present, I take into my heart its lessons of God’s love, forgiveness and acceptance of me.  It is beyond our full comprehension: something magical, mystical happens within healthy community. And “communion” is just that—a shared meal with our brothers and sisters, the good God him/herself being the honored guest.


Jesus presents to us bread first.  Jesus claims he is the bread sent from heaven, available to any and all of us without religious qualification.  Accepting this enables us to enjoy its blessings and identify with every other person on earth, as expressed in the following Eucharistic prayer: 

We break this bread

To share in the body of Christ.

We who are many are one body,

For we all share in the one bread.


We partake of the symbols with all present and all non-present. Jesus encourages each of us to identify with all others as individual broken people as we are, needing a sense of personal forgiveness.  But to see “outsiders” as morally worse than we are, is to polarize. When this happens, when Christians masquerade as better than non-Christians, a schism happens—such Christian hypocrisy is evident to those “outside.” This also causes an inner, psychological “split” or schism and an inability to admit to the fact that there is not a whit of moral difference between the Christian and the non-Christian.  The tension of such hypocrisy often causes the occasional explosion of egregious immoral behavior from among those Christians who hold this false belief of religious exclusivism and separation.  The truth is: God represents an “open door” to all people. Some Christians, in presenting their brand of the gospel, ask people to stand knocking at a door that God has already opened! For this false message is to “do”. The true message is, “done!”  Access to God is a fait accompli for all.


Jesus eventually unites us all in “God”, though there is a temporary division.
 He asks everyone to own up to both the good and evil that exists within each of us.  Denying our “bad” parts
 causes the inner “split” that Jesus came to heal (see Ephesians 2).  Internal “integration” happens when we accept all of the parts of ourselves, good and bad.  God develops our moral character within the polarity of “light” and “dark”—“The darkness and the light are both alike to You” (Psalm 139: 12).  Moral character is formed within the tension of this polarity.  As we accept our “dark” parts, we may identify with others from within and outside of our religious tradition. It is this “identification” with others that helps people “image” the Sacred in healthier ways as they observe the nature of God working in us. Such identification allows us to partake of the holy symbols of Communion in a “worthy manner” (see 1 Cor. 11:27).

1. Partaking of the bread, the body of Jesus, is to confess the Unity of all God’s creatures.  Bread, as physical staple for all, becomes the cohesive whole, uniting everyone in our human need.  The broken bread represents the individual brokenness and need of each person.
  We acknowledge this need collectively in the sacrament of “Communion”.  Entrance into the “kingdom of God” for all of us begins at the threshold of our shared poverty and need; “Blest are those who are poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God.” 

2. Partaking of the wine, the nurturing Life of God (for life is in the blood) provides healing within holy community. Identification with others must come first.  Through this identification, we experience life within the greater spiritual community of the saints.*  Mystically, we are transformed as we forgive and experience forgiveness for our personal failings and unloving behaviors toward one another.


Living God, for whom no door is closed, no heart is locked: draw us beyond our doubts, till we see your Christ and touch his wounds where they bleed in others…--Episcopal prayer


With this critical foundation—with a personal sense of identification with all other people—a sense of personal and collective acceptance and forgiveness, we may discover the “power” of the saints: How then shall we live?

I.  Worship


“All the ends of the world shall remember and turn unto God: and all the families of the nations shall worship before you” (Psalm 22:27).


Worship is both a personal and community event.  Worship is adoration for and obedience to the immanent and transcendent Being who is the Creator of all.  All of our legitimate “seeking for God”—no matter the religious tradition—is a pursuit of his nature and character.  When we experience some of the nature of God we are said to have “transcended”.  


God has provided for every person, in every culture and religion the means whereby that person can authentically “connect” with the “divine nature”—a connecting with God within and a connecting with others without.  God in his goodness has provided authentic vehicles for connecting with the divine personality and these are used by every spiritual tradition.  Through these, God eventually woos and wins us all.


Music is one of the tools by which we may transcend ourselves and experience a taste of the divine nature.  Music can convey the true nature of God.  Who has never been moved beyond oneself and brought into the presence of God via music?  It is said that Handel wrote his Messiah in a matter of weeks.  How many millions have caught a glimpse of God in its thrilling oratorios?  For those of us who “live in our heads” music sneaks by our defenses and plunges like an arrow into the heart, enabling us to transcend in ways mere words could never do. Inspired words sung to inspired music offer a “deadly duo” often able to subvert and soften our hard hearts. 


The physical creation, like the Bible and other sacred literature, is another resource God has provided for all peoples.  When we experience a glimpse of creation, we may drop our defenses, are carried beyond ourselves and can “taste” that God is good. Isaiah experienced some of God’s earthly glory. “The whole earth is full of his glory” (Isaiah 6:3). He did this in full recognition of his craven nature: “I am a foul-mouthed sinner”, Isaiah claims of himself.  


The psalmist David understood God’s universal availability when he wrote: 


“The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork. Day unto day utters speech, and night unto night shows knowledge. There is no speech nor language, where their voice is not heard. Their line is gone out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world. In them has he set a tabernacle for the sun, which is as a bridegroom coming out of his chamber, and rejoices as a strong man to run a race.
His going forth is from the end of the heaven, and his circuit unto the ends of it: and there is nothing hid from the passionate heat of it” (Psalm 19:1-6)


The physical creation speaks in two “voices”—that of Good and God, and that of evil and the evil one.  We have our senses exercised to discern which is which.
 It is encouraging indeed to recognize that all people will eventually worship God, even the most traumatized of human victims:  



“All those that go down to the dust shall bow before him: even he who cannot keep himself alive” (Psalm 22:29).

II. Intercessory Prayer


“And I sought for a person among them, that should make up the hedge, and stand in the gap
…” (Ezekiel 22:30).


The only legitimate priesthood is one that is “iconic” in nature; that is, one that “stands in the gap” that now separates the good God from God’s children and their distorted images of himself.  As shown, this gap represents the distance between human, false concepts of “god” and God himself and exists only in the mind of the individual, never God.  Any priest of such priesthood
 is stamped to some degree with the “image” of God upon his character; that is, bears to some degree the nature, character and personality of the true God.  This personality is “fragrant”
 to those called now to experience it.  It always “attracts”, never “promotes”.  It is never, “in your face” about moral behavior.  Such fragrance works life for those growing in the image of God. However, those still in a perishing trajectory, such ethos appears as a simple liberal cop-out, and works death. But even here, it is a redemptive death; a work that brings to death the false images of God that still haunts the unbeliever.  Death must be experienced by all, eventually, that all may experience “resurrection”—eternal life in the community of God.  Possibly, one of the great meanings of death represents a death to our distorted images of God, and our being raised to a new awareness about God and his loving character. This view would represent “salvation” in far more meaningful terms to the so-called “godless” unbeliever.

Inarticulate Prayers of the Heart


“And he that searches the hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because he makes intercession for the saints according to the will of God (Romans 8:27)

Yet, through me flashes this vision of a magnetic field of the soul, created in a timeless present by unknown multitudes living in holy obedience, whose words and actions are a timeless prayer—“the communion of the saints”, and, within it, eternal life. 


                                                                                       --Dag Hammarskjold  



The Hebrew prophet Ezekiel spoke of those within Israel who had hearts able to “sigh and cry” over the cruelty and injustice taking place within the nation of Israel. Such cruelty and injustice made doubly wicked as such acts presented an authority model that misrepresented the divine nature and rule.  Many today are able to sigh and cry over the same things within the world community. The phase, to “sigh and cry” represents the inarticulate heart-prayers of the saints* from the various spiritual traditions within the world community. Such prayer is often not spoken, for it deeply issues forth to and from God via the inarticulate language of the heart.  It is always intercession for the “healing of the nations” and echoes the heart, intent and purposes of God—God answering his own nature as it resonates from within us.


An interesting thing about authentic intercessory prayer: it is always about “us” and never about “them”.  The prophet Daniel prayed, “O Lord, the great and awesome God…We have sinned, and have committed iniquity, and have done wickedly, and have rebelled, even by departing from your precepts and from your judgments: Neither have we hearkened unto thy servants the prophets…” (see Daniel 9:4-6).


Authentic prayer, though personal, can be a community event when its heartfelt concerns are for others and our own needy and dependent plight.

III. Living a Life of Light


“And saviors
 shall come up on mount Zion…and the kingdom shall be the Lord’s” (Obadiah 1:21)


Light is quiet and faithful.  The nature of light is that it never “promotes” but only “attracts”.
  We are attracted to the warmth of it and all of its subtle benefits.  People authentically see God in the light of our lives as we allow this light to shine in and through us.  Its chief element is love, which speaks according to love’s “nature” and mandate:  “Love is patient and is kind; love does not envy, love does not parade itself, is not arrogant, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails.  But whether there are prophecies, they will fail; whether there are tongues, they will cease; whether there is knowledge, it will vanish away…” (1 Corinthians 13: 4-8).


God must supply the love and as he does so, our lives radiate with the love of God.  This manifests, among other things, as sensitivity to social injustice and a loving care for the environment—God’s creation wherein he may be experienced ‘now”. At a personal level it expresses in simple acts of human kindness, mercy, a respect for the personal spiritual paths of all and a love and concern for all living things.  It seeks points of commonality with others instead of points of difference: the voice of God is sought in every human encounter and relationship. The dark powers of illegitimate hierarchy and competition dissolve.  Priest-craft vanishes; God comes into focus.

IV. Speaking the Truth in Love


“But speaking the truth in love, may you grow up into God in all things…” (Ephesians 4:15)


Speaking is a last resort.  Yet speaking is often put first, and then often it is done in the wrong spirit.  “Preachy” people have minimal success.
  There is often a great distance between our “speaking” (and our “writing”, for that matter) and “doing”.


It has always been the challenge of the mystics within every spiritual tradition to speak in such a way that encourages people to “respond” rather than “react”.  Such authentic faith-leaders point to God, never to themselves.  Each of us has the moral responsibility to share what we have seen of “God” with those with whom we interact. This is most effectively accomplished “unconsciously”, or by “nature”. The following anonymous poem shows the profound influence our lives and words can have on others:

The Extended Family

I sought my soul

And the soul I could not see

I sought my God

And God eluded me.

I sought my brother

And I found all three!

--Modern Prayer, anonymous

V. Encountering God in the “Now”

Key to exercising these spiritual powers of the saints is encountering God in the present moment.  This is a simple thing—but not easy to do.  Often our inner self-talk is a confused chatter involving guilt, shame and self-promises to do better.  We must have an inner sense of God’s perfect grace and acceptance of us before we can be quiet enough to hear God speak to us.  His “still, small voice” within is one of love and acceptance of us, never one of guilt and judgment.  Unfortunately, many of us still experience tapes playing endlessly in our heads of failure and unworthiness.  These are our “parental” tapes, recorded in our pasts, and include the abusive voices of our “significant others”, teachers, priests and others, who used guilt and shame in their attempts to motivate us to do better.  These must be silenced before we can hear the voice of the true Shepherd. An inner sense of God’s unconditional love and acceptance of us must be in our hearts before we can hear the voice of God (merely holding this as a belief of mind doesn’t get us very far).  As our hearts see God as he is, it becomes possible for us to “harden not our hearts.”


But when we are able to hear God’s voice, what will God say to us?  I believe God gives every person, eventually, the ability to live in two beautifully simple ways.  He gives us all the ability to be faithful to the highest that we know; and, the ability to “do the duty that lies nearest” (Carlyle) as his Spirit reveals to us individually, simple opportunities to obey him in love.


God has given everyone a “measure of faith.”  Some people apparently have more than others.  Are we faithful to the highest we know?  Are we willing to do the duty that lies nearest—in the “now”?  God is faithful to speak to each of us in these ways as we “image” God within us with a sense of His acceptance, love and kindness for us.

Being faithful to the highest we know is to know Him! This is Eternal Life; that is, to know of God’s nature, and to let Him imbue us with it. It is a state of heart that is able to enjoy the quality of eternal life right now. After all, all we have is “now” and eternal life can be enjoyed in the present.  It finds its expression in obedience:  doing the duty that lies nearest.  This could involve writing a letter we have had intentions of writing, a phone call we’ve been meaning to make, forgiving a person who needs our foregiveness. God is faithful to continually prompt within us “duties” that we may in turn commit as love-offerings to Him.  But this requires holy imagination—the ability to see God as he is.  No one who has seen God for who He is, can live; that is, live in ones former ways of selfishness and fear.

The Heart of Jesus—Doing the Will of His Father


“The joy of the Lord's life, that which made it life to him, was the Father; of him he was always thinking, to him he was always turning. I suppose most men have some thought of pleasure or satisfaction or strength to which they turn when action pauses, life becomes for a moment still, and the wheel sleeps on its own swiftness: with Jesus it needed no pause of action, no rush of renewed consciousness, to send him home; his thought was ever and always his Father. To its home in the heart of the Father his heart ever turned. That was his treasure-house, the jewel of his mind, the mystery of his gladness, claiming all degrees and shades of delight, from peace and calmest content to ecstasy. His life was hid in God.” –From "The Way", Unspoken Sermons II, George MacDonald

Why Hearing the Voice of God is Difficult


“Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter in yourselves, and those who were entering in you hindered.” –Jesus  


The “key of knowledge” is an understanding of the true nature of God.


Many have heard a Christian mixed message: “God loves you unconditionally…come to Him, or end up in ‘hell’”.  It is no wonder that many are discouraged, refusing to embrace any part of this message.  Rejecting it is only intellectual honesty.

Those called to a more hopeful gospel are endowed with the necessary foundation of Truth—the “key of knowledge” and key to everything.  “Truth” is not a set of propositions; it is more personal than that.  It is an implicit “knowing” the person of God, that God is good and fully sovereign over all.  The early church understood this and embraced the hopeful doctrine of universalism,
 which expresses the infinite reach of God’s salvation plan for us—a very big part in knowing the true character of God.  Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end!


Another vital aspect of understanding the character and personality of God is to know of the Sacred Feminine
—that when patriarchy ceases, and the sexes operate in balance, things just work better.  Community is served better.


One does not “decide” to accept these views as much as they are given to us as divine gift. Their understanding must be initiated by and given to our hearts by God.  The character of God itself becomes the object of ones faith. This gift of faith sets the ethos of  heart necessary for one to effectively employ the powers of the saints. Knowing God—free of distortions of himself—becomes the motivating energy that provides the means by which we understand, “how then shall we live?”

Who Will Respond to the True Nature of God?


“I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us? Then said I, Here am I; send me!” (Isaiah 6:8)

HELD 

Shut up, enclosed, limited, restricted? 
Held in the purposes of God. 
I cannot come forth! 
My Lord has hedged me around, 
His wings hover over me, 
His strong pinions encage me, 
Enclosed in the purposes of God. 
If He loose me would I come forth? 
Forth without Him - into the void? 
Forth from the purposes of God? 
A thousand times no! His prisoner am I, 
Shackled in the purposes of God. 

His mark is upon me, my ear pierced 
Upon the doorpost where was put the Blood 
Of obedience - even unto death - 
The Blood of the greater piercing 
And obedience of the Lamb of God. 
Here am I, Lord, send me! 
Here am I, Lord, keep me! 
Cleansed, whole and holy, 
Ready to go or stay, or be: 
Content in the purposes of God! 
--Jeanette Parry

This is My Song 
(A song of peace for lands afar and mine)

Oh God of all the nations:

This is my home, the country where my heart is; here are my hopes, my dreams, my holy shrine; but other hearts in other lands are beating with hopes and dreams as true and high as mine. My country's skies are bluer than the ocean, and sunlight beams on cloverleaf and pine; but other lands have sunlight too, and clover, and skies are everywhere as blue as mine. O hear my song, thou God of all the nations, a song of peace for their land and for mine. © From the hymn "This is My Song" by Lloyd Stone; Music "Finlandia" by Jean Sibelius. 

*******

*Glossary of Christian Terms:

Born Again: “If we are to ever to see the domain where God lives and enter into it, we must be born again, become regenerated by receiving the Holy Spirit; then we shall find that Truth is not in a creed or a logical statement, but in Life and Personality” (Chambers).

Faith:  “Faith cannot be intellectually defined; faith is the inborn capacity to see God behind everything, the wonder that keeps you an eternal child…Faith in God is a terrific venture in the dark; I have to believe that God is good in spite of all that contradicts it in my experience” (Chambers).

Holy Spirit: The spirit quality of life of the Great Spirit and personality of what we call “God”.

Law: To be “lawful” is to have healthy boundaries. God’s laws are expressions of love toward God, others and ones self (see Matthew 23:36-39). To think and feel “lawfully” is to muse on God’s loving character, and a desire to express this in the life of community.

Love: “My sovereign preference of my person for another person, embracing everyone and everything in that preference” (Chambers). Love manifests in such pursuits as social justice, concern for the environment, a general but passionate desire to fulfill the ends and purposes of God.

Sacrament:  A ritual or icon giving focus to God and His personality.

Sanctification: “The fullest meaning of sanctification is that Jesus Christ is ‘made unto

us Sanctification,’ that is, He creates within us what He is Himself” (Oswald Chambers).

Saint: “A saint is a creature of vast possibilities, knit into shape by the ruling personality            of God” (Oswald Chambers).

Sin: Behaviors and expressions hurtful to God, others and ones self; the antithesis of the loving Personality of God. 

� “Spirit” in connection with God means the personality and personal disposition of God, sometimes termed the “Divine Nature.” When we say that one has “spirit”, it is to, in some way describe the nature and attributes of that person.


� Consequently, Jesus named correctly the god they did worship: “You are of your father, the devil” (John 8:44).  Sadly, many as children never learned the heart-lessons of love and carry this loss into adult life, never able to express this spiritual gift in this life.  God sees them as “victims” and does not judge them. Their inability to express love in this life carries with it its own judgment. “The death of such a person may be the salvation of his soul” (Oswald Chambers)


� God shows up (visits) us anytime we interact with another person who bears a “strong family resemblance” to God and his nature (Oswald Chambers). So there is an immediate application to this verse as well as a long-term one.


� Abraham experienced two “voices” for “God” during his lifetime, just as we do. And through his life’s experience came to discern which “God” represented which “nature”.


� Such God-knowledge frees us up to abandon our defenses (idols) and enter into deep, communing relationship with the Creator.


� God lives within everyone—but often in a “dormant” manner, covered over with our defenses (idols).  The challenge of the true “Gospel” is to awaken the life of God within each other and then go on to nurture that life in one another within holy community—God’s “dwelling” place.  And how lovely it is indeed! (“How Lovely Is Thy Dwelling Place”, by � HYPERLINK "http://www.bellevuechamberchorus.net/Research/Romantic/Composer/JBrahms.htm" �Johannes Brahms�). “Holiness” is no abstract thing, nor is a “holy” person a prig.  To be holy is to be living the character attributes of God, the highest of which is love.


� Indeed, popular names for God, Jesus, Moses, etc., can carry with them all sorts of negative nuance.


� 2 Corinthians 519. “God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them…”  The verse oozes with a re-imaging of God.  Implied: a god who was previously not on the best of terms with his creation; now however, that is all changed.   God, re-defined: A God who does not count against us, our often immoral (unloving) behavior.


� To speak of God in the language of gender is at once to limit his personhood, for God is much “female” in nature as “male”. Using the male pronoun is done so simply for ease in writing. 


� See my essay, The Voice of the Good Shepherd


� Such as, “Every knee shall bow…” God shall be “all in all”; God “who works all things after the counsel of his own will”, and many others. Paul pondered in new light scriptures like “Forever, O lord, your word is settled in heaven….” And he realized the sovereignty of God extended over everything and every one, “For all are your servants” (Psalm 119:89, 91).


� For the Christian, Jesus broke ground for us in the example of his surrender to “God” and “the divine Nature, in his suffering and death. The meaning of his cross has not to do with “atonement” (spilt blood as a means of appeasing God and providing “forgiveness” for us. No, God forgives, simply because it is his heart and nature to forgive). Rather, Jesus’ groundbreaking example is to encourage each of us to “die” to our wrong views of God, which manifest in such things as selfishness and unloving behaviors.  Such personally experienced “death to self” brings one to the place of being “at one” with God—the true meaning of “atonement”.


� We can be thankful for the Buddhist tradition that has some of the most sublime truths with regard to suffering. Also, the Hebrew book of Job also has much to say on the matter.


� “Don’t think that I am come to send peace on earth: I came not to send peace, but a sword”. The sword of Jesus is not “intentional”, for the heart of God can never intentionally divide: God is by nature “One”—inclusive and unifying. It was Jesus’ inclusive spirit that so offended his enemies and insured his death. The sword of Jesus divides by default. That is, as God reveals his true nature to us and as we then “partake of the divine nature”, those not yet called to understand this nature and world-view separate themselves from those that do (See 1 John 2:19). The primary purpose of the sword of Jesus is to cut out from our inner core, false images of God.  As this is done, the newly created void now fills with wonderful understandings of his God’s true character, we become “one” within ourselves (integrated), and one in our heart-approach to everyone else (See Ephesians 2)


� There is a distinction between “badness” and “evil.”  To some degree we are all “bad”.  “Evil represents a denial of our “badness.”


� The eating of the Bread finds its antecedent in the Christian sacrament of “Baptism” which represents a “dying” of ones old self and old ways that new, “resurrection” life may be experienced.


� The Bible offers another continuum whereby we may exercise our senses and discern the difference between the light of God and the darkness of the devil.


� In mid sentence, the writer relapses into fearful views of God and writes, “…that I (“the Lord”) should not destroy (the land)”.  It is one thing to say God is unhappy with the way we treat one another—our injustice and greed—and these things shall come back upon our own heads. We live in a cause and effect world that is merciless in this regard.  But it is quite another matter to say, since we do these things, God will whack us for it.  The ethos of Jesus is quite different—one of doing good to ones enemies—a picture of our unredeemed, dark parts being loved into repentance and healing—rather than being condemned in an attempt to change us.


� Not to be confused with a priestly role that is elevated and in a “power” position.


� See 2 Corinthians 2:16


� “A primitive root; properly to be open, wide or free, that is, (by implication) to be safe; causatively to free or succor” (Strong’s)


� Eugene Peterson observed, “Darkness doesn’t stand a chance against Light”


� Often, those who speak in an angry, threatening manner are simply projecting from within themselves onto others their own dark, unresolved issues of heart (See Romans 2:1)


� The doctrine, practically unknown in the contemporary church, was a prevalent doctrine in the early church until officially thrown out by the fifth general council of the church in 550 AD.  See the essay, Universalism—The Prevailing Doctrine of the Church  in its First 500 years, available at the Essays page: www.godquest.org


� See Dan Brown’s, The Da Vinci Code. Its critics get bogged down, debating the details of what is and what isn’t historical fact—missing the forest for the trees.  But story is story—and Brown is not interested so much about historical fact.  His meaning, brought out well in story form, runs much deeper.  Our cultures and religions have lost something very important—the “yin yang” of the sexes remains out of balance, and such balance needs restoring.





PAGE  
19

