(Note:  Implicit within many spiritual traditions is the idea of full restoration; that is, the good Deity will—after it has served its purpose—abolish evil and restore everything to balance.  The idea of “loss”—that evil shall be partially and finally successful—begins to appear early on in pagan history and had been carried forward eventually by a part of the Catholic stream of Christianity.  This has given rise to the current-day  “fewness doctrine” –a scenario in which only the “few” are “saved”, the rest being either “annihilated” or doomed to suffer in “hell” for eternity.  Thankfully, more and more people are becoming enlightened to the true nature of God and the reach of salvation, including a couple of Quaker pastors named Philip Gulley and James Mulholland.)
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Excerpt from Chapter Three:

Whenever I speak of the salvation of every person, someone objects that such
an expansive grace is unjust. God is loving, but he is also just. They
mention Hitler, Stalin, or the latest serial killer and argue that
extravagant grace is a denial of justice. Justice and grace become competing
commitments with grace always coming in second. I sympathize with this
sentiment. It used to be mine.

Growing up, I spent nearly every Saturday afternoon at the Royal Theater.
I'd do my chores in the morning, and my parents would give me fifty cents to
go to the movies. My favorites were the Westerns. I remember watching the
movie Shane starring Alan Ladd. It was the story of a retired gunfighter who
takes a job as a farmhand, only to have the evil rancher, Ryker, abuse the
townsfolk.

By the end of the movie, I'd worked myself into a bloodlust and was elated
when Shane reluctantly strapped on his pistols and blasted the bad guys in a
hail of lead. Shane may have been reluctant, but I was overjoyed. I wasn't
alone. The theater was full of skinny, nerdy boys who'd suffered at the
hands of bullies but lacked the courage to do anything about it. Shane's
triumph was ours, and we stood and cheered.

The next day, Sunday, I went to church and heard stories about a meek and
mild Jesus teaching about love, healing the sick, and feeding the hungry.
But one day, his mercy strained to the limit, he reluctantly took up a whip,
went to the Temple, and turned over the tables of those who abused the poor.
I always liked that story. In my imagination, Jesus looked remarkably like
Alan Ladd.

Then the story took a twist. Jesus was arrested, convicted on trumped-up
charges, flogged, and nailed to a cross. His followers scattered while his
enemies celebrated his demise. Still, I'd watched enough Westerns to know
never to give up on the hero. The train might be bearing down, the fuse on
the gunpowder keg lit, his fate apparently sealed, but I never despaired.

So Jesus' resurrection didn't surprise me. Heroes never die. They return to
destroy their enemies. If the disciples had been raised on Saturday
matinees, they would have waited at the tomb, confident of Jesus' triumph.

It was what happened after the resurrection that disappointed me. Jesus
didn't follow the script. He should have returned to the Temple and blasted
his enemies. He should have marched into the Roman palace to find Pilate
quaking in fear, begging for mercy. All of Jerusalem should have carried
Jesus on their shoulders and proclaimed him king. That's how Hollywood would
have ended the Easter story.

Jesus would never have made it in Hollywood. Instead of vanquishing his
enemies and parading in triumph, Jesus met with his friends and encouraged
them. Not a single verse indicates Jesus made his resurrection known to his
enemies. Neither did he urge his disciples to avenge his suffering. He told
them to preach, teach, and heal-to spread his gospel of love. Instead of
using the resurrection as evidence of his power, he used it to serve,
cooking breakfast for his followers. Instead of using the resurrection as an
opportunity to wreak revenge, he used it to offer forgiveness, pardoning
Peter for his betrayal. It is an odd ending.

The book of Revelation, with its promise of justice, offered the ending I
sought. Jesus returns on a white horse, a bloody sword in hand. He leads an
army, defeats his enemies, and casts them into hell. That kind of finale
sells tickets. Movies that end with the hero cooking breakfast for his
friends, teaching love and forgiveness, don't fill theaters.

My hunger for justice was another obstacle to my embracing God's universal
grace. I wish I could blame my thirst for revenge on Hollywood, but
Hollywood didn't create it. The movies simply satisfied my craving for
unsparing justice. Such justice had only one concern-balancing the scales.
Forgetting that Christianity's symbol is a cross, I believed God stood
blindfolded, weighing our deeds, demanding pain be answered with pain,
injury with injury, until the heavenly scales drew level. I confused God
with Lady Justice.

I applauded "life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand,
foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise" (Exodus
21:23-25). This code of justice was clear and fair. You received exactly
what you deserved. It was also cold and heartless. Though it slowed the
escalating cycle of violence common to humanity, it still returned pain for
pain, injury for injury. It left no room for grace and was incapable of
bringing healing. As Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof said, "An eye for eye and
a tooth for tooth just leaves the world blind and toothless."

The more I experienced God's grace, the less retributive justice appealed.
Yet I was reluctant to forgive those who'd hurt me. For many years, I spoke
out of both sides of my mouth. I expected grace for myself and those I loved
but insisted on justice for my enemies. Patiently and tenderly, God
convinced me of mercy's triumph over judgment.

Now I believe God has never been blind to our pain and brokenness and is
always moved to heal us. Wielding a sword, especially while blindfolded,
only causes new wounds. Such justice is powerless to end pain, heal injury,
reconcile enemies, and restore God's children to relationship. Since God
desires a world free of mourning, crying, or pain, the old order of "eye for
an eye and tooth for a tooth" must pass away.

We bristle at this, unwilling to abandon our obsession with balancing a
heavenly ledger. We resist the command of Jesus to abandon our infatuation
with justice. He said, "You have heard that it was said, `Eye for eye and
tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone
strikes you on the check, turn to him the other also" (Matthew 5:38-39).
Obeying this command requires us to lay aside the scales of justice, close
our ledgers, hammer our spears into plows, and, like Jesus, willingly absorb
the pain of the world.

To turn the other cheek is to choose grace over justice. It is to trust the
redemptive power in this choice. It is to invite the one who causes pain to
repent and be restored to relationship. It is to absorb pain rather than
inflict it.

In choosing grace over wrath, God laid the foundation of his kingdom upon
forgiveness and reconciliation, not upon revenge or even justice. Grace is
the bedrock of the kingdom. Those who aspire to this kingdom must choose
between their love of justice and their need for grace. Unjustly condemned,
Jesus could have demanded "a life for a life." Instead, he prayed, "Father,
forgive them; they know not what they do" (Luke 23:34, KJV). Grace, not
justice, was his choice. After his resurrection, having already forgiven his
enemies, he saw no need to destroy them.

In so doing, Jesus taught his followers this alternative to justice. "I tell
you who hear me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless
those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you" (Luke 6:27-28). Rather
than measuring the pain others afflict and paying them back a carefully
calibrated equal amount, we are to overflow with love, goodness, blessing,
and prayer. These acts of grace achieve what justice cannot-God's new heaven
and new earth.

I no longer believe Christ will return in vengeance and God will cast many
in hell for all eternity. Such a future contradicts the example of Jesus and
the character of God. I understand the need for punishment and consequence.
Since I punish my children for their misbehaviors, I can hardly deny God's
right to correct his. My trouble is with eternal punishment. No loving
parent would send their child to their room forever.

People often offer the story of the rich man and Lazarus in the sixteenth
chapter of Luke as evidence of God's justice and eternal punishment. In that
story, Jesus tells of a rich man living the good life while a beggar named
Lazarus starves at his gate. In the next life, Lazarus is in paradise while
the rich man languishes in hell. The story ends with Abraham and Lazarus
refusing to dip their fingers in water to relieve the rich man's agony. The
only act of compassion is the rich man's request that someone warn his five
brothers.

Where is the justice in this story? Even when judged by the command of an
"eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth," the rich man's sentence seems
excessive. How do we justify punishing a lifetime of sin with an eternity of
suffering? At what point are the scales balanced?

I can accept that repentance and transformation may require some to
experience the misery they caused. When my son was a toddler and began
biting everyone he met, my wife finally resorted to biting him. Experiencing
that pain cured him of his behavior. Perhaps Hitler will repent only after
experiencing some of the agony he wrought. Or perhaps he'll discover what
I've discovered-the deepest pain is the inward awareness of the hurt I've
caused others. Regardless, I am unable to see how the eternal punishment of
anyone could bring glory to God.

Love and punishment are not mutually exclusive. But parental punishment is
never designed to inflict pain. It desires to redeem, shape, or protect.
When it is excessive, it becomes abuse. Eternal punishment contradicts even
the harshest concepts of justice. It defies God's commitment to restoring
all things.

Fortunately, a violent and vengeful final judgment is not the only biblical
image of our ultimate destiny. Paul writes, "He [God] has made known to us
the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in
Christ, to put into effect when the times will have reached their
fullness-to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head,
even Christ" (Ephesians 1:9-10).

Thomas Talbott, in his wonderful book, The Inescapable Love of God, notes
that some early church fathers, namely Origen and St. Jerome, took this
verse so seriously they believed God would ultimately be reconciled with
Satan? Some are appalled by such far-reaching forgiveness. They insist
damnation is evidence of God's justice.

I believe, as with holiness, we've misunderstood justice. Justice is the end
rather than the means. It is the result of God's gracious kingdom, not the
tool to bring it about. It is making all things just as they were intended
to be. Working for justice means eliminating the causes of pain, not
increasing them. In feeding the hungry, healing the sick, encouraging the
oppressed, and challenging the oppressor, Jesus asked us to sow goodness,
not multiply misery.

We are called to be ambassadors of reconciliation, modeling God's passion
for seeing animosity ended and injury forgiven. Justice may equalize rights
and pains, but only grace can transform hearts. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
was not satisfied with forcing white Americans to give black Americans their
rights. He sought more than retribution. In Strength to Love he wrote,

We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure
suffering. We shall meet your physical force with soul force. Do to us what
you will, and we shall continue to love you. Throw us in jail, and we shall
still love you. Bomb our homes and threaten our children, and we shall still
love you. Send your hooded perpetrators of violence into our community at
the midnight hour and beat us and leave us half dead, and we shall still
love you. But be assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to
suffer. One day we shall win freedom, but not only for ourselves. We shall
so appeal to your heart and conscience that we shall win you in the process,
and our victory will be a double victory.'

Only love has the power to bring a double victory. Retribution and revenge
are incapable of giving us the reconciliation we deeply desire. Coercion,
punishment, and wrath are incapable of creating the kingdom of God. They
represent the weakest form of power. They are an admission of a failure to
persuade and attract. They respond to resistance with violence and
destruction. Yet to destroy or eternally punish another is evidence only of
our inability to transform them. To choose grace is to reject those means
powerless to bring reconciliation.

A friend tells a story of a day when his two young sons were driving him
crazy-bickering and fighting and tattling on each other. Finally, his
younger son, Michael, came complaining that his older brother, Daniel, had
hit him.

My friend, fed up with it all, called Daniel into the room. He told Michael
he had permission to hit Daniel. Michael, remembering all the times his
parents had said, "We don't hit," hesitated. So my friend said, "Hit him
back, Michael." So Michael hit Daniel. Daniel began to cry. Then, to my
friend's surprise, Michael began to cry too.
My friend told me later, "I suddenly realized I'd failed my boys. Michael
had come seeking my help in healing the breach between his brother and him.
He wanted them to be able to play together peacefully. He wanted
reconciliation, and all I gave him was revenge."

I once counseled a woman who'd been molested by her father. Initially, we
focused on the pain her father had caused and how badly she wanted him to
experience that same pain. Over time, our conversations changed. She
realized she didn't want her father to be punished. She simply wanted him to
say, "I'm sorry. Please forgive me." Eventually, she admitted her deepest
desire: "What I really want is for my father to love me as a father should."
She discovered her deepest hunger wasn't for revenge but for reconciliation.

Retribution documents every hurt and injury, but "love keeps no record of
wrongs" (1 Corinthians 13:5). It took many years for me to fully appreciate
this verse. It is an utter denial of the idea that God is a cosmic moral
bookkeeper scrutinizing our every word and examining our every action. God
is not keeping track of our sins in order to determine the very moment our
sins exceed his forgiveness. God keeps no record of wrongs because God knows
his unfailing love will ultimately make all wrongs right. Only when we too
cease keeping our careful accounts of pains owed and injuries unpaid can we
discover the freedom to forgive and the possibility of reconciliation.

I grew up imagining the judgment as that moment when God reviewed our lives
and pointed out every hidden and shameful act. Now I imagine a much
different scene. God will not dwell on our wrongs. They will be unrecorded,
forgiven and forgotten. God will not sit on a throne with the scales of
justice in his hand. God will run to embrace even his most wayward child.
All will be healed. All will be forgiven. All will be reconciled.

This may not seem like good news to you. It wasn't always to me. It wasn't
to John the Baptist. Known for his fire-and-brimstone preaching, he said,
"The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not
produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown in the fire" (Matthew 3:10).
He spoke of Jesus as the one who would "clear his threshing floor, gathering
the wheat into the barn and burning up the chaff with unquenchable fire"
(Matthew 3:12).

Jesus must have been a grave disappointment to him. Jesus spoke of love,
forgiveness, and grace. John became so disillusioned he sent some of his
disciples to question Jesus. They asked, "Are you the one who was to come,
or should we expect someone else?" (Luke 7:20)

Jesus answered, "Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard.
The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured,
the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the
poor. Blessed is the man who does not fall away on account of me" (Luke
7:22-23).

Jesus offered reconciliation and healing, rather than judgment and
retribution, as evidence of his divine mandate. He refused to be the man
John desired or expected. He understood how difficult it would be for John,
and for us, to accept his message of grace. He knew forgiveness would be
perceived as a miscarriage of justice. He also knew only grace can bring
about God's will -- the restoration of all things.

God's response to evil isn't a clenched fist. God doesn't repay evil with
evil. God is convinced his unyielding grace will wear evil down to nothing.
The more I experience God's grace, the more I am persuaded of its power to
restore even the most wicked to relationship with God and one another. For
what good is grace -- this unconditional love of God -- if it is not
extended to those who deserve it the least but need it the most?

God is love. Holiness and justice are not competing commitments. God has not
chosen to turn his back on us or to punish us as our sins deserve. God has
chosen to redeem us. Nothing requires God to condemn us, so God has not.
Rather, in his sovereign freedom, he waits patiently for the day of our
redemption.

When I was a child, I sat in a darkened theater, reveling in retribution.
Those days are gone. Now I long for a day when the lion lies down with the
lamb, the cow feeds with the bear, and the child plays in the viper's nest.
In this peaceable kingdom, "they will neither harm nor destroy on all God's
holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as
the waters cover the sea" (Isaiah 11:9).

My hope is God's promise.

