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Introduction


What we all want is pretty simple, really. We want to be alive. To feel alive. Not just to exist but to thrive, to live out loud, walk tall, breathe free. We want to be less lonely, less exhausted, less conflicted or afraid . . . more awake, more grateful, more energised and purposeful. We capture this kind of mindful, overbrimming life in terms like well-being, shalom, blessedness, wholeness, harmony, life to the full, and aliveness.


The quest for aliveness explains so much of what we do. It’s why readers read and travellers travel. It’s why lovers love and thinkers think, why dancers dance and filmgoers watch. In the quest for aliveness, chefs cook, foodies eat, farmers plough, drummers riff, fly-fishers cast, runners run and photographers shoot.


The quest for aliveness is the heartbeat that pulses through the Bible – and the best thing about religion, I think. It’s what we’re hoping for when we pray. It’s why we gather, celebrate, eat, abstain, attend, practise, sing and contemplate. When people say, ‘I’m spiritual,’ what they mean, I think, is simple: ‘I’m seeking inner aliveness.’


Many older religious people – Christians, Muslims, Jews and others – are paralysed by sadness that their children and grandchildren are far from faith, religion and God as they understand them. But on some level, they realise that religion too often shrinks, starves, cages and freezes aliveness rather than fostering it. They are beginning to see that the only viable future for religion is to become a friend of aliveness again.


Meanwhile, aliveness itself is under threat at every turn. We have created an economic system that is not only too big to fail, it is too big to control – and perhaps too big to understand as well. This system disproportionately benefits the most powerful and privileged 1 per cent of the human species, bestowing upon them unprecedented comfort, security and luxury. To do so, it destabilises the climate, plunders the planet and kills off other forms of life at unprecedented rates.


The rest, especially the poorest third at the bottom, gain little and lose much as this economic pyramid grows taller and taller. One of their greatest losses is democracy, as those at the top find clever ways to buy votes, turning elected governments into their puppets. Under these circumstances, you would think that at least those at the top would experience aliveness. But they don’t. They bend under constant anxiety and pressure to produce, earn, compete, maintain, protect, hoard and consume more and more, faster and faster. They lose the connection and well-being that come from seeking the common good. This is not an economy of aliveness for anyone.


As these tensions mount, we wake up every morning wondering what fool or fiend will be the next to throw a lit match – or assault, nuclear, chemical or biological weapon – onto the dry tinder of resentment and fear. Again, this is a formula for death, not a recipe for life.


So our world truly needs a global spiritual movement dedicated to aliveness. This movement must be global, because the threats we face cannot be contained by national borders. It must be spiritual, because the threats we face go deeper than brain-level ideologies to the heart level of value and meaning. It must be social, because it can’t be imposed from above; it can only spread from person to person, friend to friend, family to family, network to network. And it must be a movement, because by definition, movements stir and focus grass-roots human desire to bring change to institutions and the societies those institutions are intended to serve. Such a movement can even begin with one person: you.


I believe that the story of the Bible is largely the narrative of God working to bring and restore aliveness – through individuals, communities, institutions and movements, especially movements started by individuals. In the biblical story, for example, Moses led a movement of liberation among oppressed slaves. They left an oppressive economy, journeyed through the wilderness and entered a promised land where they hoped to pursue aliveness in freedom and peace. Centuries after that, the Hebrew prophets launched a series of movements based on a dream of a promised time . . . a time of justice when swords and spears, instruments of death, would be turned into ploughshares and pruning hooks, instruments of aliveness. Then came John the Baptist, a bold and non-violent movement leader who dared to challenge the establishment of his day and call people to a movement of radical social and spiritual rethinking.


John told people he was not the leader they had been waiting for; he was simply preparing the way for someone greater than himself. When a young man named Jesus came to affiliate with John’s movement through baptism, John said, ‘There he is! He is the one!’ Under Jesus’ leadership, the movement grew and expanded in unprecedented ways. When Jesus was murdered by the powers that profited from the status quo, the movement didn’t die. It rose again through a new generation of leaders like James, Peter, John and Paul, who were full of the Spirit of Jesus. They created learning circles in which activists were trained to extend the movement locally, regionally and globally. Wherever individual activists in this movement went, the Spirit of Jesus was alive in them, fomenting change and inspiring true aliveness.


This fifty-two-week compilation of daily reflections is adapted from my book We Make the Road by Walking. My prayer is that it will be a resource for this emerging spiritual movement in service of aliveness. It is essentially a retelling of the biblical story and a reintroduction to Christian faith. It is organised around four major themes chronicled in Scripture whose common thread is the ‘quest for aliveness’. It begins with the book of Genesis and finishes in the book of Revelation.


At the beginning of each week you’ll find a few Bible passages listed that you can read in any responsible translation, such as the New Revised Standard Version. Then you’ll see some key verses (or a single verse) from these Bible passages printed out in their entirety on which you can sharpen your focus, and possibly commit to memory. Your enjoyment of that week’s daily reflections will be enriched if you take the time to read the passages and verses upon which they are based. Of course, the line of interpretation and application I have chosen is one of many possible responses to each text. At times, it may differ from the interpretation you have heard in the past; you are asked only to give it an honest and open hearing, and you should feel free to prefer another interpretation.


There are four to seven reflections per week to be read over fifty-two weeks – a personal resource for your own thinking and rethinking. Then there is a thought or practice for the day. You can use this ‘Today’ section to set the tone for your inner conversation throughout the day, to guide you in what to notice, and to keep you alert for opportunities to do good. One of my mentors likes to say, ‘Learning is not the consequence of teaching; it is the consequence of thinking and doing.’ The ‘Today’ section invites you to think and do in response to what you feel God is saying to you through the daily reflection.


If you’re a seeker exploring Christian faith, or if you’re new to the faith and seeking a good orientation, here you’ll find the introduction to the central theme of the Bible I wish I had been given. If you’re a long-term Christian whose current form of Christianity has stopped working and may even be causing you and others harm, here you’ll find a reorientation from a fresh and healthy perspective. If your faith seems to be a lot of talk without much practice, I hope this book of reflections will help you translate your faith into meaningful, creative action.










Part 1


Alive in the Story of Creation


You are entering a story already in process. All around you, things are happening, unfolding, ending, beginning, dying, being born. Our ancient ancestors tried to discern what was going on. They conveyed their best wisdom to future generations through stories that answered certain key questions:


 


Why are we here?


What’s wrong with the world?


What’s our role, our task, our purpose?


What is a good life?


Is there meaning and hope?


What dangers should we guard against?


What treasures should we seek?


 


From the Hopi to the Babylonians, from Aztecs to Australian Aboriginals, from the Vikings in Europe to the Han in China to the Yoruba in Africa to the ancient Hebrews of the Middle East – human tribes have developed, adapted and told powerful creation narratives to convey their best answers to key questions like these. Of course, their language often sounds strange to us, their assumptions foreign, the details of their culture odd or alien. But if we listen carefully, mixing their ancient wisdom with our own, we can let their stories live on in us. We can learn to be more fully alive in our time, just as they learned in theirs. In that spirit, we turn to the creation narratives of the ancient Hebrews.










Week 1


Awe and Wonder


Scripture Readings


Genesis 1:1 – 2:3


Psalm 19:1–14


Matthew 6:25–34


Key Verses – Psalm 19:1–4


The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.


Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge.


There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard;


yet their voice goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world.


Day One: The Great Surprise


Big bangs aren’t boring. Dinosaurs aren’t boring. Coral reefs aren’t boring. Elephants aren’t boring. Hummingbirds aren’t boring. And neither are little kids. Evolution isn’t boring. Magnetism and electricity aren’t boring. E = MC2 might be hard to understand, but it certainly isn’t boring. And even glaciers aren’t boring, although their dramatic pace is at first quite hard for us to perceive. And God, whatever God is, must not be boring either, because God’s creation is so amazingly, wonderfully, surprisingly fascinating.


The first and greatest surprise – a miracle, really – is this: that anything exists at all, and that we get to be part of it. Ripe peach, crisp apple, tall mountain, bright leaves, sparkling water, flying flock, flickering flame, and you and me . . . here, now!


On this, the first pages of the Bible and the best thinking of today’s scientists are in full agreement: it all began in the beginning, when space and time, energy and matter, gravity and light burst or bloomed or banged into being. In light of the Genesis story, we would say that the possibility of this universe overflowed into actuality as God, the creative Spirit, uttered the original joyful invitation: Let it be! And in response, what happened? Light. Time. Space. Matter. Motion. Sea. Stone. Fish. Sparrow. You. Me. Enjoying the unspeakable gift and privilege of being here, being alive.


Today


Pray, ‘God, help me be awake to beauty, wonder and delight wherever they appear.’


Day Two: Here We Are


Picture the unfolding of creation. Imagine how uncountable nuclei and electrons and sister particles danced and whirled. Imagine how space dust coalesced into clouds, and how clouds coalesced into galaxies, and how galaxies began to spin, sail and dance through space. Imagine how in galaxy after galaxy suns blazed, solar systems twirled and worlds formed. Around some of those worlds, moons spun, and upon some of those worlds, storms swirled, seas formed and waves rolled. And somewhere in between the smallest particles and the largest cosmic structures, here we are, in this galaxy, in this solar system, on this planet, in this story, around this table, at this moment – with this chance for us to breathe, think, dream, speak and be alive together.


Today


Think of yourself as surfing on the leading edge of a magnificent creation that has been unfolding for billions of years.


Day Three: A Common Amazement


The Creator brought it all into being, and now, some 14 billion years later, here we find ourselves: dancers in this beautiful, mysterious choreography that expands and evolves and includes us all. We’re farmers and engineers, parents and students, theologians and scientists, teachers and shopkeepers, builders and fixers, drivers and doctors, dads and mums, wise grandparents and wide-eyed infants.


Don’t we all feel like poets when we try to speak of the beauty and wonder of this creation? Don’t we share a common amazement about our cosmic neighbourhood when we wake up to the fact that we’re actually here, actually alive, right now?


Today


When you slip out of aliveness and into autopilot, remind yourself that you’re ‘actually here, actually alive, right now’!


Day Four: God’s Representatives


Some theologians and mystics speak of the Creator withdrawing or contracting to make space for the universe to be . . . on its own, so to speak, so that it has its own life, its own being and history. Others imagine God creating the universe within God’s self, so the universe in some way is contained ‘in’ God, within God’s presence, part of God’s own life and story. Still others imagine God creating an ‘out there’ of space and time, and then filling it with galaxies, and then inhabiting it like a song fills a forest or light fills a room or love fills a heart. Interestingly, some scholars believe the Genesis story echoes ancient Middle Eastern temple dedication texts. But in this story, the whole universe is the temple, and the Creator chooses to be represented by human beings, not a stone idol.


Today


Think of the universe being in God. And then think of God filling the universe like a song. And then ponder the wonder of God being with you, in you, right now!


Day Five: All Matter Matters


The romance of Creator and creation is far more wonderful and profound than anyone can ever capture in words. And yet we try, for how could we be silent in the presence of such beauty, glory, wonder and mystery? How can we not celebrate this great gift – to be alive?


To be alive is to look up at the stars on a dark night and to feel the beyond-words awe of space in its vastness. To be alive is to look down from a mountaintop on a bright, clear day and to feel the wonder that can only be expressed in ‘oh’ or ‘wow’ or maybe ‘hallelujah’. To be alive is to look out from the beach towards the horizon at sunrise or sunset and to savour the joy of it all in pregnant, saturated silence. To be alive is to gaze in delight at a single bird, tree, leaf or friend, and to feel that they whisper of a creator or source we all share.


Genesis means ‘beginnings’. It speaks through deep, multilayered poetry and wild, ancient stories. The poetry and stories of Genesis reveal deep truths that can help us be more fully alive today. They dare to proclaim that the universe is God’s self-expression, God’s speech act. That means that everything everywhere is always essentially holy, spiritual, valuable, meaningful. All matter matters.


Today


Pick one thing – a bird, a sunset, stars, a leaf, a loved one, your own reflection in a mirror – and listen for the whisper of God in it.


Day Six: The Creator’s Language


If you ask what language the Creator speaks, the best answer is this: God’s first language is full-spectrum light, clear water, deep sky, red squirrel, blue whale, grey parrot, green lizard, golden aspen, orange mango, yellow warbler, laughing child, rolling river, serene forest, churning storm, spinning planet.


A psalmist said the same thing in another way: the universe is God’s work of art, God’s handiwork. All created things speak or sing of the God who made them. If you want to know what the Original Artist is like, a smart place to start would be to enjoy the art of creation.


Today


Practise looking at creation as God’s art gallery.


Day Seven: Participants in Creation


Genesis tells us that the universe is good – a truth so important it gets repeated like the theme of a song. Rocks are good. Clouds are good. Sweetcorn is good. Every river or hill or valley or forest is good. Skin? Good. Bone? Good. Mating and eating and breathing and giving birth and growing old? Good, good, good. All are good. Life is good.


The best thing in Genesis is not simply human beings, but the whole creation considered and enjoyed together, as a beautiful, integrated whole, and us a part. The poetry of Genesis describes the ‘very goodness’ that comes at the end of a long process of creation . . . when all the parts, including us, are working together as one whole. That harmonious whole is so good that the Creator takes a day off, as it were, just to enjoy it. That day of restful enjoyment tells us that the purpose of existence isn’t money or power or fame or security or anything less than this: to participate in the goodness and beauty and aliveness of creation. And so we join the Creator in good and fruitful work . . . and in delightful enjoyment play and rest as well.


So here we are, friends. Here we are. Alive!


And this is why we walk this road: to behold the wonder and savour this aliveness. To remind ourselves who we are, where we are, what’s going on here, and how beautiful, precious, holy and meaningful it all is. It’s why we pause along the journey for a simple meal, with hearts full of thankfulness, rejoicing to be part of this beautiful and good creation. This is what it means to be alive. Amen.


Today


Whenever you can, pause to consider ‘the beautiful, integrated whole’ of Creator and creation, together.










Week 2


Being Human


Scripture Readings


Genesis 2:4–25


Psalm 8


Mark 3:1–6


Key Verses – Psalm 8:3–6


When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,


 the moon and the stars that you have established;


what are human beings that you are mindful of them,


 mortals that you care for them?


Yet you have made them a little lower than God,


 and crowned them with glory and honour.


You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;


 you have put all things under their feet.


Day One: Wild and Fascinating Stories


Two eyes are better than one, because they make depth perception possible. The same goes with ears. Two ears make it possible to locate the direction of a sound. And we often say that two heads are better than one, because we know that insight from multiple perspectives adds wisdom.


The same is true with stories. We can best think of the Bible not as one tidy story with many chapters but as a wild and fascinating library with many stories told from many perspectives. On any given subject, these multiple stories challenge us to see life from a variety of angles – adding depth, a sense of direction and wisdom. So we’re given four Gospels to introduce us to Jesus. We’re given dozens of parables to illustrate Jesus’ message. We’re given two sections or Testaments in which the story of God unfolds. And right at the beginning, we’re given two different creation stories to help us know who we are, where we came from and why we’re here.


Today


Reflect on why multiple stories are better than one.


Day Two: The First Creation Story


According to the first creation story, you are part of creation. You are made from common soil . . . dust, Genesis says; stardust, astronomers tell us . . . soil that becomes watermelons and grain and apples and peanuts, and then they become food, and then that food becomes you. As highly organised dust, you are closely related to frogs and tortoises, lions and field mice, bison and elephants and gorillas. Together with all living things, you share the breath of life, participating in the same cycles of birth and death, reproduction and recycling and renewal. You, with them, are part of the story of creation – different branches on the tree of life. In that story, you are connected and related to everything everywhere. In fact, that is a good partial definition of God: God is the one through whom we are related and connected to everything.


In the first creation story, we learn two essential truths about ourselves as human beings. First, we are good. Along with all our fellow creatures, we were created with a primal, essential goodness that our Creator appreciates and celebrates. And second, we all bear God’s image. Women and men, girls and boys, toddlers, the elderly and teenagers, rich or poor, popular or misunderstood, powerful or vulnerable, whatever our religion or race, whatever our gender identity or marital status, whatever our nationality or culture . . . we all bear God’s image, no exceptions.


Today


Pray, ‘God, help me see you as the one through whom I am related and connected to everyone and everything.’


Day Three: Image Bearers


What is the image of God? An image is a small imitation or echo, like a reflection in a mirror. So if we bear the image of God, then, like God, we experience life through relationships. Like God, we experience love through our complementary differences. Like God, we notice and enjoy and name things – starting with the animals, our companions on the Earth. Like God, we are caretakers of the garden of the Earth. And like God, we are ‘naked and not ashamed’, meaning we can be who we are without fear.


Back in ancient times, this was a surprising message. Yes, kings and other powerful men were seen as image bearers of God. After all, since they were powerful, rich, sophisticated and ‘civilised’, they could reflect God’s power and glory. But in Genesis, the term is applied to a couple of naked and ‘uncivilised’ hunter-gatherers, a simple woman and man living in a garden with no pyramids or skyscrapers or economies or religions or technological inventions or even clothing to their credit! Centuries later, Jesus said something similar: the Creator loves every sparrow and every wildflower, and so how much more precious is every person – no matter how small, frail or seemingly insignificant? Every woman, man and child is good! Every person in every culture has value! Every person bears the image of God!


Today


Keep your eyes open for people who may be considered (or consider themselves) insignificant. See them with dignity, bearers of the image of God.


Day Four: A Second Creation Account


The second creation account, which many scholars think is a much older one, describes another dimension to our identity. In this second account, the possibility of ‘not-good’ also exists. God puts the first couple in a garden that contains two special trees. The Tree of Life is theirs to enjoy, but not the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. The Tree of Life is a beautiful image – suggesting health, strength, thriving, fruitfulness, growth, vigour and all we mean by aliveness. What might that second tree signify?


There are many answers, no doubt. But consider this possibility: the second tree could represent the desire to play God and judge parts of God’s creation – all of which God considers good – as evil. Do you see the danger? God’s judging is always wise, fair, true, merciful and restorative. But our judging is frequently ignorant, biased, retaliatory and devaluing. So when we judge, we inevitably misjudge.


Today


Look for times today when you judge this or that as good or evil, beautiful or ugly, annoying or OK, normal or weird. And consider how your judgement could be misjudgement.


Day Five: The Danger of Judging


If we humans start playing God and judging good and evil, how long will it take before we say this person or tribe is good and deserves to live, but that person or tribe is evil and deserves to die or become our slaves? How long will it take before we judge this species of animal is good and deserves to survive, but that one is worthless and can be driven to extinction? How long until we judge this land is good and deserves to be preserved, but that river is without value and can be plundered, polluted or poisoned?


If we eat from the second tree, we will soon become violent, hateful and destructive. We will turn our blessing to name and know into a licence to kill, to exploit and to destroy both the Earth and other people. God sees everything as good, but we will accuse more and more things of being evil. In so doing, we will create in ourselves the very evil we claim to detect in others. In other words, the more we judge and accuse, the less we will reflect God . . . and the less we will fulfil our potential as image bearers of God.


Today


Notice people in your life who don’t judge or accuse, and reflect on how you feel in their presence.


Day Six: Join In


The second creation story presents us with our challenge as human beings. We constantly make a crucial choice: do we eat from the Tree of Aliveness – so that we continue to see and value the goodness of creation and so reflect the image of the living God? Or do we eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil – constantly misjudging and playing God and as a result mistreating our fellow creatures?


It’s a good and beautiful thing to be an image bearer of God. But it’s also a big responsibility.


We can use our intelligence to be creative and generous, or to be selfish and destructive.


We can use our physical strength to be creative and generous, or to be selfish and destructive.


We can use our sexuality to be creative and generous, or to be selfish and destructive.


We can use our work, our money, our time and our other assets to be creative and generous, or to be selfish and destructive.


Think of your hand. It can make a fist or it can extend in peace. It can wield a weapon or it can play a violin. It can point in derision or it can reach out in compassion. It can steal or it can serve. If the first creation story is about the gift of being human, the second story is about the choice all humans live with, day after day. To be alive means to bear responsibly the image of God. It means to stretch out your hand to take from the Tree of Aliveness – and to join in God’s creative, healing work.


Today


Ponder the immense responsibility and opportunity of being human, of being alive, of being you.










Week 3


A World of Meaning


Scripture Readings


Psalm 145:1–16


Proverbs 8:1–36


John 1:1–17


Key Verses – John 1:1–5


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.


Day One: An Unfolding Pattern


OK. Pay attention.


 


1, 6, 11, 16, 21, 26, 31 . . . What comes next?


1, 4, 2, 5, 3, 6, 4, 7 . . . What comes next?


1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34 . . . What comes next?


I, space, L, O, V, E, space, Y, O . . . What comes next?


 


You know the answers because you are paying attention to the pattern.


It becomes more obvious the longer you live that all life is full of patterns. Reality is trying to tell us something. Life is speaking to us. There’s lots of mystery out there, to be sure, and no shortage of chaos and unpredictability. But there’s also lots of meaning . . . messages trying to find expression, music inviting us to listen and sing, patterns attracting our attention and interpretation. The chaos becomes a backdrop for the patterns, and the mysteries seem to beckon us to try to understand.


Sometimes the universe feels like this:


 


71, 6, 2, -48, -213, 9 . . . random numbers with no pattern.


 


Or . . .


 


G, M, B, O, I, space, Q, H, Z, space, P . . . random letters with no meaning.


 


Or . . .


 


1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1 . . . sameness or repetition going nowhere.


 


But above and behind and beyond the sometimes confusing randomness of life, something is going on here. From a single molecule to a strand of DNA, from a bird in flight to an ocean current to a dancing galaxy, there’s a logic, a meaning, an unfolding pattern to it all.


Today


Notice when patterns – musical patterns, architectural patterns, visual patterns, etc. – seize your attention, and think of those patterns as an artist’s signature on his or her works of art.


 


Day Two: Pay Attention


Like wood, reality has a grain. Like a river, it has a current. Like a story, it has characters and setting and conflict and resolution. Like poetry, it has syntax and structure, so letters are taken up in words, and words are taken up in phrases and sentences, and they’re all taken up in a magnificent pattern of beauty and meaning that we can glimpse and savour, even if it’s too big and deep to fully comprehend. Creation reveals wisdom through its patterns. It reveals wisdom about its source and purpose, and about our quest to be alive . . . if we are paying attention.


Of course, we often struggle to know how to interpret those patterns. For example, if a tornado destroys our house, an enemy army drops bombs on our village, a disease takes away someone we love, we lose our job, someone we love breaks our heart, or our best friends betray us, what does that mean? Is the logic of the universe chaos or cruelty? Does might make right? Do violence and chaos rule? Is the Creator capricious, heartless and evil? If we had only our worst experiences in life to guide us, that might be our conclusion.


Today


Recall times in your life when you were tempted to interpret your life only in terms of painful experiences.


Day Three: What Jesus Shows Us


The Gospel of John adds a profound insight to the creation stories we find in the book of Genesis. John had a special term for the pattern of meaning God has spoken or written into the universe. He called it Logos, which is often translated in English as ‘Word’. We find logos in words like biology, anthropology and psychology – the logic of life, human development and the human personality.


This Word or Logos, he said, was ‘made flesh’ in a man named Jesus. In other words, if we want to know what God is like and what the universe is about, we should pay special attention to the logic, meaning, wisdom and patterns found in the life of Jesus. He communicated the logos, or logic, of God in his teachings. He lived the logos, or pattern, of God in his life. He showed the logos, or essence, of God in the way he treated others. From his birth to his death and beyond, John believes, Jesus translates the logic or meaning or pattern or heart of God into terms we humans can understand: skin and bone, muscle and breath, nerve and action.


Today


Ponder Jesus as revealing the pattern or logic or logos of God.


Day Four: A New Way to Live


So, inspired by Genesis, we are guided to look for the pattern, meaning, wisdom and logic of God woven into galaxies, planets, forests, fields, plants, animals, you and me. In John’s Gospel we are inspired to look for the pattern in a poor man travelling across the land with a band of students and friends, telling stories, confronting injustice, helping people in need. If we learn and trust the wisdom that comes in creation and in Jesus, we will live our lives in a new way, John says. We will discover God as our loving parent, and we will encounter all other creatures as our relations, our relatives, in one family of creation.


Of course, we have other options. For example, many of us live by the logic of rivalry. Under this logic, the cosmos is a huge battlefield or coliseum in which participants can survive only by competing, defeating, deceiving, displacing or killing their rivals. In this universe, the strongest survive, the ruthless are rewarded, the kind are killed and the meek are crushed. You’d better fight, or you’ll be trampled.


Others of us live by the logic of compliance. Under this logic, the cosmos is a big organisation ruled by powerful bosses, and your job is to learn the rules and comply. Stay in your allotted place, do what you’re told, curry favour in the ‘inner circle’ of power, and the logic of compliance will work in your favour. You’d better play it safe, or you’ll get into a lot of trouble.


Today


Look for evidence of people living by the logic of rivalry and compliance.


Day Five: Creation Possibilities


While some think of the universe as a battleground full of violent rivalry or as an organisation demanding fearful compliance, others think of the universe as a giant machine that demands they live by the logic of mechanism – action, reaction; cause, effect; stimulus, response. You can use the mechanisms of the universe to seek whatever pleasure, power and security you can during your short life. But in the end, there is no meaning to the machine, so you’d better grab whatever moments of fleeting pleasure you can. That’s all there is or ever will be.


Clearly, the creation stories of Genesis and John offer us a powerful alternative to the logic of rivalry, the logic of compliance and the logic of meaningless mechanism.


They dare us to believe that the universe runs by the logic of creativity, goodness and love. The universe is God’s creative project, filled with beauty, opportunity, challenge and meaning. It runs on the meaning or pattern we see embodied in the life of Jesus. In this story, pregnancy abounds. Newness multiplies. Freedom grows. Meaning expands. Wisdom flows. Healing happens. Goodness runs wild.


So here we are, alive and paying attention. We discern patterns in life. We interpret those patterns and we open ourselves to the possibility of a creative logos of love and wisdom that runs through the universe like a current and can play in our lives like a song.


Today


Pray, ‘God, help me live by the logic of “creativity, goodness and love”.’










Week 4


The Drama of Desire


Scripture Readings


Genesis 3:1–13


Psalm 32


Philippians 2:3–11


Key Verses – Psalm 32:1–5


Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven,


 whose sin is covered.


Happy are those to whom the Lord imputes no iniquity,


 and in whose spirit there is no deceit.


While I kept silence, my body wasted away


 through my groaning all day long.


For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;


 my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah


Then I acknowledged my sin to you,


 and I did not hide my iniquity;


I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,’


 and you forgave the guilt of my sin. Selah


Day One: Wrong Choices


In the ancient wisdom of storytelling, Genesis tells us that we are part of God’s good creation. It then tells us we have a special responsibility as God’s reflections or image bearers. It tells us that in order to reflect God’s image, we have to desire the Tree of Life, not the tree that feeds our pride so that we think we can play God and judge between good and evil.


Of course, we know what happened. The story of Adam and Eve doesn’t have to be about literal historical figures in the past to tell us something very true about us, our history and our world today. We humans have consistently chosen the wrong tree. Instead of imitating and reflecting God as good image bearers should do, we start competing with God, edging God out, playing God ourselves. We reject the Creator and choose another model instead: a snake (the story says), who seems to represent a subtle and dangerous desire to choose rivalry and violence over harmony and well-being.


In Genesis, after feeding on the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, Adam and Eve suddenly feel a change come over them. Perhaps they each fear that the other will judge them for being different, so they fashion crude clothing to hide their sexual differences. When God approaches, they no longer see God as a friend but as a rival and threat. So they hide from God in fear. When God asks what has happened, they blame each other and refuse to admit their mistake. Soon they face a harder life of pain, competition, sweat, labour, frustration and death – east of Eden, outside the beautiful garden that was their home.


Today


Look for signs of people fearing judgement and hiding from one another or God. Don’t judge them, but instead feel compassion for them.


Day Two: Losing Our Divine Perfection


Adam and Eve’s two sons repeat the mistakes of their parents. The older brother – we might say he is ‘more advanced’ – becomes an agriculturalist. His life is wrapped up in fields, fences, ownership, barns and accumulated wealth, with all the moral complexity they bring. The younger brother – we might say he is ‘more vulnerable’ or ‘less developed’ – is a nomadic herdsman. He can’t own land or accumulate wealth, because he moves constantly with his herds to wherever the fresh grass is growing. Their different ways of life are expressed in different forms of religious sacrifice. They soon become religious rivals, competing for a higher degree of God’s favour. The perceived loser in the competition, Cain, envies and resents his brother.


Sometime later, we can imagine Abel leading his flocks into his brother’s field. At that moment Cain, his resentment simmering, no longer sees a brother: he sees a trespasser, an enemy. He plays God and judges his brother as evil and therefore worthy of death. Abel soon becomes the first victim of violence, and Cain the first murderer. So we humans quickly turn from reflecting the image of a creative, generous, life-giving God. With Adam and Eve we become graspers, hiders, blamers and shamers. With Cain and Abel we become rivals, resenters, murderers and destroyers – the very opposite of God’s image.


Today


Grasper, hider, blamer or shamer . . . rival, resenter, murderer or destroyer – monitor whether you feel a pull towards any of these primal human behaviours seen in the Adam/Eve and Cain/Abel stories.


Day Three: Know What’s Broken


What do these ancient stories of Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel mean for us today?


They help us know what’s broken with our world: something in us human beings.


And they help us know what’s broken in human beings: something in our desires.


And they help us know what’s broken with our desires: we have stopped imitating God’s good desires to create and bless and give life. Instead we’ve started imitating the prideful, competitive, fearful and harmful desires we see in one another . . . the desire to acquire what someone else has, the desire to compete and consume, the desire to judge as evil those who get in our way, even the desire to harm or kill those who are obstacles to our desires.


Today


Be sensitive to the pull of imitating the desires of others.


Day Four: The Path of Death


Think about how much imitation runs our lives.


Somebody hits or criticises you, and what do you want to do? Hit them back! Criticise them back!


Somebody buys a new shirt or a new TV, and what do you want to do? Buy an even better shirt or bigger TV!


Somebody moves to a bigger house in a different neighbourhood, and what do you desire? To get an even bigger house in an even better neighbourhood!


And what happens if you can’t get what you desire? You’ll be tempted to cheat, steal, lie, harm or maybe even kill to get what you desire.


Now there’s nothing wrong with desire. The question is, whose desires are you imitating? To be alive is to imitate God’s generous desires . . . to create, to bless, to help, to serve, to care for, to save, to enjoy. To make the opposite choice – to imitate one another’s desires and become one another’s rivals – is to choose a path of death.


If we imitate our way into that rat race, we will compete rather than create, impress rather than bless, defeat rather than protect, dominate rather than serve, and exploit rather than respect. As a result, we will turn our neighbour first into a rival, then an enemy, and then a victim.


Today


Pray, ‘God, help me to imitate your desires to create, to bless, to help, to serve, to care for, to save, to enjoy.’


Day Five: The Drama of Desire


We all live in this drama: the drama of desire. We have the opportunity to imitate God’s generous and good desires on the one hand – and we have the temptation to imitate selfish, fearful, envious human desires on the other hand.


Think of all the advertisers who are trying to influence our desires. Think of all the politicians who are eager to mould our desires so they can manipulate us for their advantage. Think of all the potential rivals who are glad to engage us in competition – their desires against ours. What’s true of us as individuals can also be true of us as groups; both personally and socially, we are caught in the drama of desire.


Today


Notice how advertisers and politicians try to mould your desires.


Day Six: A Different Way of Life


That’s another reason Jesus is so important to us: because he modelled a different way of life. He gave us a down-to-earth example of God’s creative self-giving. True, Adam and Eve grabbed for the chance to be like gods – judging others as good or evil, exploiting rather than preserving the Earth, competing with each other rather than loving and serving each other. But Jesus didn’t grasp at god-like status. He humbly poured himself out for others – in service, in suffering, even to the point of death. He even gave us a way of remembering his attitude of self-giving: he said that his life was like food, like bread and wine, and he freely gave himself for us. His constant invitation – ‘Follow me’ – could also be expressed as ‘Imitate me’.


To be alive is to be mindful that we live in the drama of desire. We can imitate one another’s competitive desires, and so be driven to fear, rivalry, judging, conflict and killing. Or we can imitate God’s generous desires . . . to create, bless, help, serve, care for, save and enjoy. At this moment, let us turn towards God, not as rivals who want to play God, but as image bearers who want to imitate and reflect God. Let us humbly and fervently desire the right kind of desire.


Today


Pray, ‘God, help me desire what you desire!’










Week 5


In Over Our Heads


Scripture Readings


Genesis 4:1–17; 6:5–8; 7:1–5; 8:1; 9:7–17


Psalm 51


James 4:1–8


Key Verses – Psalm 51:1–5


Have mercy on me, O God,


 according to your steadfast love;


according to your abundant mercy


 blot out my transgressions.


Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,


 and cleanse me from my sin.


For I know my transgressions,


 and my sin is ever before me.


Against you, you alone, have I sinned,


 and done what is evil in your sight,


so that you are justified in your sentence


 and blameless when you pass judgement.


Indeed, I was born guilty,


 a sinner when my mother conceived me.


Day One: The Crisis of Desire


In the ancient Genesis stories, our species was created in the image of God – to reflect God’s character faithfully in the world, both to our fellow creatures and to one another. Soon, though, we wanted to be little gods ourselves. We wanted to judge good and evil for ourselves, to decide who would live and who would die, who would rule and who would be enslaved. Consumed by the desire to grasp what others had, we became rivals of God and our neighbours. That crisis of desire has led to great shame, pain, suffering, violence, counterviolence and fear . . . in our lives, our communities and our world. Today’s headlines tell the same story in a hundred different ways.


In the Genesis story, the descendants of Cain, the first murderer, started building cities, and those cities reflected the violence of Cain. As city-states competed with one another and defeated one another, the winners created growing empires that elevated a few to god-like status and reduced most to oppression and slavery. The situation became so unbearable that in the story of Noah and the flood, God felt sorry for making the world in the first place. Eventually God decided to wipe the whole slate clean and start again. Maybe Noah’s descendants would do better than Adam’s had.


Today


Notice when you or others feel like giving up and starting over.


Day Two: Storytelling Seeks Truth


Although many people think of the Noah story as a cute tale of animals and a boat ride, those who think more deeply find it deeply disturbing. The image of violent oppressors and innocent victims drowning together seems only to make a bad situation worse. At the very least, one would think God would have more creativity, moral finesse and foresight than to create a good world only to destroy it because it went so bad so (relatively) quickly. Shouldn’t God be better than this?


To understand this story – and others like it – properly, we need to remember that ancient cultures were oral cultures. Few people were literate, and oral storytelling was to them what reading books, using the internet, going to concerts and watching films and TV shows are to us today. Ancient stories had a long life as oral compositions before they were ever written down. As oral compositions, stories could evolve over time. In a sense, writing them down ended their evolution.


For ancient people in oral cultures, a story was like a hypothesis. A good and helpful story, like a tested hypothesis, would be repeated and improved and enhanced from place to place and generation to generation. Less helpful stories would be forgotten like a failed theory, or adjusted and revised until they became more helpful. Sometimes, competing stories would stand side by side like competing theories, awaiting a time when one would prevail – or both would fail, and a new story would arise with more explanatory power. In all these ways, storytelling was, like the scientific method, a way of seeking the truth, a way of grappling with profound questions, a way of passing on hard-won insights. As our ancestors deepened their understanding, their stories changed – just as our theories change.
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