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  The Best Worst Day of My Life
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  I had just finished two Sara Lee coffee cakes. Butter streusel. The kind loaded with butter and cinnamon and sugar. Somehow I managed to take them out of the oven at exactly the right moment—when all the little buttery bits of the streusel topping, those little bits that could burn if you left them in too long, were perfectly toasted and brown but still buttery. When I sank my teeth into the cake, it went right down. I ate piece after piece after piece. There are six good-sized pieces in each Sara Lee coffee cake. I ate them all. Twice.




  Then I started on a nice big glass of red wine.




  It was 2:30 on a hot afternoon in Atlanta, and I sat on my little concrete balcony overlooking the dolled-up retention pond the management company described as a “lake.” The cracked tennis courts lay beyond; I watched the hazy steam radiate off the pavement and dissolve into the thick, humid air.




  I had just returned from the divorce court where the judge had declared my three-year marriage to be over. It was anticlimactic. After furious fights, demobilizing depression and estranged disinterest, I expected a pounding gavel and a thundering pronouncement. Instead, a busy and distracted judge glanced at the papers, scribbled his name and mumbled that our marriage was “hereby dissolved.”




  After briefly meeting the eyes of the man who suddenly was not my husband—what would be our final glance at each other—we left through different exits, saying nothing.




  We didn’t need to say anything. His look spoke the words he had been saying for months: Our marriage had failed because of me. The commitments I had made and the vows I had given three years ago had lost their meaning. He wasn’t the one who felt trapped—it was me. He wasn’t the one who was drowning under water—it was me. I was the one who had let him down and shamed his family. I was the one who couldn’t keep it going anymore, and by walking away I was the one mocking what marriage was supposed to mean.




  His glance at me spoke the anger, the judgment, the bitterness he deserved to hold toward me. His hard expression revealed the hurt I had brought to him and the profound disappointment I had turned out to be.




  And he was right. I was the one who was leaving. As he had written into the divorce complaint, he had been willing to continue pursuing counseling, open to having me return as his wife, “interested in my redemption,” as he put it. It was me. I wasn’t willing.




  Looking out over the retention pond, I knew that this was the worst day of my life. What I didn’t yet know was that it was also the best day.




  The day my divorce was final was the day I was forced to stop pretending. I was never going to be the person who always did the right thing, looked the right way. I wasn’t the perky Christian with the seminary-bound husband. I wasn’t going to always do good and love children and never utter a cuss word. My voice wasn’t always going to be kind when I answered the telephone. My faith wasn’t going to be unflappable and my record unvarnished.




  I sat there on my little concrete terrace and revisited some of the dark moments of the last three years. Then I started to cry. Hot tears of shame slipped down my cheeks when I thought about all the pious things I had said to others. The many times I firmly said, “Pray and it will work out.” I was ashamed at the smug advice, the hackneyed words and silent judgment I had bestowed upon friends who had failed. I remembered the number of times I had pursed my lips at someone’s mistakes—Why can’t they just get it together?




  Nope. I had crossed a threshold that meant that I could never go back to that black-and-white world. From that day forward I was going to check the “divorced” box whenever I filled out a survey. I was going to be suspect in some Christian circles, wearing the modern-day “A” as a perpetual sign of my shame.




  I had failed. I knew that. My friends knew that. God knew that. And for the first time since I could remember, I didn’t have to succeed. No one really expected me to succeed. Hiding and pretending was no longer an option for me. All I could do was say, “Yep. This is who I am.”




  I Am Undone




  Have you ever hit bottom? Have you been cut to the quick by coming face to face with who you really are? Have you ever been in that place where you just can’t hide?




  Maybe you’ve felt just what I’m talking about. Maybe it was the day of your divorce. Or the morning after that night you’d really rather forget. Maybe it was the day you were picked up by the police or found yourself in an unfamiliar bed. For my friend Vanessa it was when her husband announced he had a pregnant girlfriend. For Nicole it was when the bank foreclosed on her house. And for Jerry it was the day his brother called the family together for an intervention, forcing his drinking into the light. Most of us eventually come to one of those moments when the bottom falls out, and we find that the way we’ve been living just won’t work anymore.




  It can feel like the worst day of your life, can’t it? But that day—that moment—also has a little spark within it that can ignite something huge. And because of that spark, that worst day carries with it the potential to be best day of your life.




  I didn’t know all that failure was going to teach me. There’s no way I could have known it on that day when I coated my insides with butter and wine. There’s no way I could have known how liberating failure was going to be.




  Failure ripped the mask off my craving for perfection; it exposed to me the real me. What I saw wasn’t pretty, it wasn’t holy and it wasn’t good. But it was real. And in exposing what was real, failure awakened me to all that had been fake and futile. Not the stuff out there, but the stuff inside. In me.




  A very long time ago a man known only as Isaiah found himself with his mask stripped away. He got a glimpse of another world—one that was inhabited by beings good and holy and true. He faced the chasm between that world and the impoverished state of his own soul. He confronted the aching hunger of his existence, and he gasped, “Woe is me! for I am undone” (Isaiah 6:5 KJV). Literally the word in the original Hebrew means “I have ceased, I am destroyed. My old self no longer exists.” This is what being “undone” does: It destroys the old. The old patterns, the former lies, the worn-out stories. They simply fail.




  This book is for everyone who has felt the wincing wound of failure. Not just a setback; a setback still allows you to saddle up again and ride back out. But failure leaves you standing still. Failure can show you to yourself in a way that is unmistakably real. It gives you no place to hide and no rock to crawl under. Failure can leave you standing in the middle of the field during a lightning storm. Exposed and vulnerable.




  That is, if you’re lucky.




  I was lucky. Though luck in the traditional sense had little to do with it. I was graced—to use a term I’m more comfortable with. When I was exposed, divine grace smiled on me and allowed me to unflinchingly see . . . me. When failure confronted me with who I was, it also confronted me with who I could be. I didn’t know it then, but that meant everything, and it was the door to everything good that was to follow.




  I was undone.




  Maybe you are where I was. After you’ve disappointed and failed those who hoped in you—once you’ve failed yourself and failed whomever or whatever you hold God to be—then there’s not much else you can do to ingratiate yourself. You’ve been stripped to the core. The pretenses have fallen away, and you stand unadorned and undiluted.




  Jesus would say rejoice and be glad. Because he knew that these days of failure are the days when new people are made and new lives begin. It wasn’t a given; he knew that better than anyone. But it was a possibility. Again and again, Jesus awakened people to the possibility of the present failure. Calling them to recognize that failure and weakness are precisely the elements God uses.




  Some people recognized what he was saying. Some people even embraced what he was teaching, and a small few began living what he was claiming. They were tired of living a charade and suffocating under their masks. They decided to just come clean and accept whatever consequences and chaos may follow.




  This is a story about what happened to them. This is a story about what happened to me. And this might be the story about what could happen to you.




  Beginning the Journey




  The worst day didn’t become the best day overnight, of course. It took years for me to begin to recognize crushing failure as being anything but, well, crushing. It took years longer to see the implications of living without my safety blankets, my power trips and my pretty masks. And it took even longer before I could begin to see the whole thing as freedom.




  But the Christian texts consistently revealed the next step and the step after that. The record of Jesus himself pushed me to desire the way of living that he so expertly knew. Jesus was honest; I wanted to be honest. Jesus was loving; I wanted to be loving. Jesus was courageous; I wanted to be courageous. Jesus was free; I wanted—more than anything—to be free. Jesus seemed to inspire the people he encountered, one after the other, to climb out of fear and isolation into courage and community. They put down their habits of duplicity and deception, and they started telling the truth. I hoped that their story could be mine as well.




  Perhaps that’s your journey too, and maybe you’re wondering if you can find some way to know love and honesty and courage and freedom. This isn’t an answer book. It would be great if I could distill what I’ve learned into the ABCs of it all. I wish I could tell you exactly what to do in your very particular situation at this moment. But I can’t tell you, and God likely won’t tell you. I had to release my grip on that myth, and you do too if you’re going to inch closer toward the reality of what is—and the promise of what could be.




  It took me a long time to diagnose what was going on in me, and even longer, of course, to figure out why. But the root cause was really pretty simple: I was afraid. My fear didn’t manifest itself like the paranoia of people who see danger everywhere, or like the timidity of those who stand motionless because they’re afraid of taking the wrong next step. No, my fear was blanketed in working hard, in being a team player, and in a particular expression of religiosity that looked like kindness, openness and vulnerability—except it was really pride, power and self-containment. I would say the right words to comfort people even while thinking within myself, Quit bellyaching! Or I’d cover my insecurities by giving the answer people around me wanted to hear, instead of revealing what I was really thinking or feeling. It took me a while to realize it all stemmed from a deeper sense of fear.




  Fear is a funny thing. Where I grew up in central Florida, we feared hurricanes, cold snaps capable of freezing the orange groves, and the growing influx of folks from the north. In other words, fear was generally directed to these external threats that we could do little to prevent. Fear, in this sense, is an expression of not being able to control outside forces.




  These fears are real. No doubt about it. But I’ve found that the more insidious fears—the ones I actually operate under—are the fears that come from internal threats. My first real expression of fear became real to me when I realized how much I feared being different. Individual. Unique. And just as much as I feared being different, I feared being irrelevant. If I didn’t bring some value to somebody, then who would want to be around me? In some ways, this was so much worse than the fear of a hurricane. There’s no escaping the fear of who you really might be.




  I quickly learned how to bring value. I learned to make other people feel good about themselves. I became an excellent chameleon. A chameleon is one of the more common lizards in Florida. They can be challenging to spot because within minutes of entering a new terrain, their skin changes into the color of the background they stand against. The substance just underneath a chameleon’s skin operates as a camouflage by reflecting the various color pigments surrounding the lizard. The substance itself has no color.




  Maybe you wince to compare yourself to a lizard, but imagine how protected you are when you can blend in so well to your environment that you don’t need additional defenses.




  That was me.




  I could move comfortably from my family setting to my church setting just by changing my locale, blending in and pretending.




  We play the game of being somebody we’re not.




  The chameleon is the person in us who doesn’t want to reveal the truth about who we are or what we have done—or what we are thinking we are going to do as soon as we can. The pretender is the one who can’t resist giving a fact if she knows it and looking important if he can manage it. The fearful one is Adam or Eve in the garden, determined to cover up what they’ve done, doing their best to hide and worried that they can’t keep hiding forever.




  To paraphrase T. S. Eliot, many of us rise each morning and put on a face to meet the faces we meet.[1] I got tired of putting on a face each morning to cover over the fears that were swirling inside of me. If you’re tired of putting on a face too, then you might want to try doing things another way. The way won’t be perfect, it won’t be without pain, but it will be real. And real is a really good place to start.




  So what’s the real story about what happens to people in their worst moments? What really became of those men and women throughout the Scriptures—ancient stories—who hit bottom? What determined whether they made it through dark days and even worse decisions? What happens to people like them and like me? People who are liars and deceivers, fakes and phonies. People who had used others to get what they wanted and lusted after what they didn’t have, and always, always, always had this sense that they were created for something different and something better.




  What happens to people like us when we begin to see who we are and who we could become? It’s a long process. Though my divorce is now more than two decades behind me, the patterns of trying to hide, defend and deceive still creep up on me. They are the shrouded passengers in the back seat. But what I see more clearly and feel more distinctly are the moments of deep joy, the confidence of honesty, the warmth of connectedness. Like Isaiah and those who came before me, I’ve realized it’s all worth it. That the reality of being undone is worth it. Along with the accompanying pain of rejection, the ache of vulnerability, the embarrassment of making public what you once hid—it was all worth it. This is our story.




  Part One




  Excluded by Fear
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  Broken Relationships and the Beginning of Emptiness
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  When did my marriage start to fray? I have had some time to think about it now. Since I wasn’t using my meager energy to fire a retaliatory attack, and I didn’t need to keep holding up my defensive mask, I slowly became aware that I had time to simply analyze and reflect.




  And did I ever analyze and reflect.




  We didn’t start out the way we ended up. He didn’t start out as selfish and judgmental as he was on that day he left the courthouse. And (while I know it’s debatable) I didn’t start out as a complaining shrew. No. Neither of us began our relationship that way. We began fresh and full of promise. We were living in uncharted territory, and the land of opportunity stretched as far as our twenty-two-year-old eyes could see.




  We could live anywhere! We could do anything! We believed that God himself had brought us together and that the universe herself smiled benignly on our love and our future.




  Yet within months after the eager “I do!” I found myself returning to a refrain I didn’t dare speak: Is this it? Is this my life? How did I end up in this place with this person? What went wrong?




  My then-husband, Nigel, and I would get up early each morning to do our daily prayers and Bible study. Sometimes I would be tired from the night before—but fatigue wasn’t an excuse to not do what you knew was right—so I would dutifully turn off the alarm, turn on the light and prop my Bible in front of my knees to sit in bed reading. (Nigel told me I should hit the Bible before my feet hit the floor. Oh joy.) Within months I grew to hate this morning discipline. It’s not that I didn’t want to pray or read—it was the autocratic demand that I must that stung me. Six months into my first marriage I was still getting up early—the Bible was still propped in front of my lap, the black edges still visible above my knee caps. But just beneath the thick edge, hidden from anyone else but me, was the latest issue of Glamour magazine. Deceit was creeping in around all the edges of my life.




  I tried to go back to the beginning and untangle some of the strands. Yes, yes, every story has a beginning. But this time around, I started to see the unraveling of my marriage as another chapter in an earlier story. It wasn’t only my marriage that seemed so unhappy; unhappiness and unfulfillment was everywhere. Our stories all seemed to be part of a story people had begun writing a long time before me.




  Frayed




  In the beginning . . . God. For the first time in a long time I began really reading the book of Genesis. That first book gives us a record of people who also wondered, Why am I not happy? What went wrong?




  I have a lot of friends who write off the book of Genesis pretty quickly. (Adam and Eve . . . really? Come on.)




  They squirm through the details of the Hebrew creation story, reflexively comparing it to what’s been learned about the Ice Age, the Neanderthals, the fossil records and the like. Perhaps this is where Genesis stops for many of us. Right there with our rational questions. We readily spot the things that don’t make sense or the descriptions that don’t match up with scientific conclusions. (So you’re telling me the earth is only six thousand years old, and we all descended from two people who knew a talking snake?) And then we simply close the book.




  The writers of the Hebrew creation story would have laughed. They were never interested in the questions we now ask of the text. The Hebrews weren’t interested in technique; they were interested in the meaning behind it all. These were the stories they told about themselves. They framed an ethic and a worldview. These were stories that helped explain why brothers had a hard time getting along, why men and women were different from the animals around them. They explored the unseen connectedness of everything that lives. Most importantly, these stories expressed meaning and purpose for humanity.




  In the wealth of Near Eastern creation stories, the account of the Hebrews stands out as different. Most creation stories from that period are fraught with high drama. Multiple gods fight among themselves for domination. Gods feel threatened by the world and worried they might lose their power. The relationship between gods and humans is one of animosity as each strives for victory. In contrast, the Hebrew creation story is stark and unadorned. There are no thundering wars, no struggles between rivals, no real turmoil. It’s extraordinary in its austerity. The writers portray a creation with just one determined God, resolved to make a garden and longing for companionship. The God of the Hebrews had nothing to fear from humanity; their God was never in competition with this world being created. While other peoples struggled to understand what it was that displeased their gods, the Hebrews understood that God had created intentionally, with purpose and clarity.




  All things existed in relationship to each other. The rhythm of the language, the ordered deliberateness of the text, the careful positioning of man and nature, connected and mutually dependent, all point to oneness—a wholeness—that was meant to be. In the beginning is describing a home.




  And key to this oneness was the tethered relationship of men and women to themselves, to the earth around them and to their Creator.




  Annie Dillard, reflecting on the array of species of frogs, says, “Our creator loves pizzazz!”[1] The Hebrews would have resonated with that sentiment. Everything that has been created was created good. You and me included. That goodness never goes away, but soon after creation it sure begins to fray. We quickly come undone. This is what the Hebrews understood too.




  The earliest stories they told were of wholeness and fraying edges, of complete goodness and encroaching danger, of an ordered rhythm and a disturbing atonality. Genesis had to do with the human experience—with meaning, love and relationship present all around us.




  Still good—but now fraying.




  It’s that threadbare state that we now endure. The fraying between my ex and me started long before that day in the judge’s chambers. It started before the final fights and stony silence. The fabric of our happy home began to come apart early on. Was it even on our honey­moon? I wondered. When I wanted to spend a few extra dollars on a photo from the Pirates of the Caribbean ride and he said no? Was it when I scraped the price tag off the fancy mustard I had bought to avoid a judgmental word? It was through those little moments that deceit started to become a way of life for me. I began avoiding the little disagreements, and I realized after a few years I began avoiding a lot of other things.




  Just like the story in Genesis, it came unraveled slowly. A favorite poet, Scott Cairns, interprets the Genesis event through this lens of almost imperceptible fraying:




  Yes, there was a tree, and upon it, among the wax leaves, an order of fruit which hung plentifully, glazed with dew of a given morning. And there had been some talk off and on—nothing specific—about forgiving the inclination to eat of it. But sin had very little to do with this or with any outright prohibition.




  For sin had made its entrance long before the serpent spoke, long before the woman and the man had set their teeth to the pale, stringy flesh, which was, it turns out, also quite without flavor. Rather, sin had come in the midst of an evening stroll, when the woman had reached to take the man’s hand and he withheld it.




  In this way, the beginning of our trouble came to the garden almost without notice. And in later days, as the man and the woman wandered idly about their paradise, as they continued to enjoy the sensual pleasures of food and drink and spirited coupling even as they sat marveling at the approach of evening and the more lush approach of sleep, they found within themselves a developing habit of resistance.




  One supposes that, even then, this new taste for turning away might have been overcome, but that is assuming the two had found the result unpleasant. The beginning of loss was this: Every time some manner of beauty was offered and declined, the subsequent isolation each conceived was irresistible.[2]




  This was my life. Exactly. We didn’t find turning away from each other to be “unpleasant.” Instead, I began to relish the overnight stints Nigel worked as a security guard. It meant less time together—more time for just me. And likewise, when “some manner of beauty was offered” often from one of us who had roused ourselves to an apology of sorts, the other typically and politely declined.




  Looking for Home




  Years after my divorce, now with a new husband and a new life in a new city, I had a profound experience of what home can mean. Our first home (and the one we still live in) was badly in need of a paint job. Being a hundred-year-old wooden house, it needed more than just a few gallons of color. We hired a team of guys who probably underbid the job and underestimated the work.




  The project dragged on and on as the crew chief kept reducing his staff one by one, transferring them to more lucrative jobs. As early spring moved into mid-summer, I decided to get more involved by pitching in and helping them by sanding and scraping. The fullness of time found me one late July afternoon, high on a ladder outside our second floor window, seething and scraping away, shoulder to shoulder with one of the painters—one of the men actually paid to do the job.




  Since, in my mind, I was working on Sunday’s sermon just days away, I turned to Pete the Painter and explained my text for Sunday. I asked him, “What do you think of when you hear the word Eden?” Without a pause, Pete replied, “It makes me want to go home.”




  Eden. Home.




  Now maybe I just had a particularly erudite house painter, or maybe there just is a common consciousness that Eden connotes for many of us. “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” Robert Frost wrote.[3] I’ve always liked the stability of that quote, but I chafed at the resigned responsibility I heard in it. Isn’t there a place that wants to take us in—not only because we’re family but because we’re just so . . . wanted?




  Growing up, home for me had been the place where I had to measure up and was generally found lacking. My brothers and sister all seemed to work harder, show more initiative, exude more confidence and simply succeed more than I did. My divorce made me realize I had never been at home in a place where I could relax and know that I was wanted no matter what I did, I was loved no matter how I acted, and I was okay regardless of how I felt about myself.




  In the Genesis story we first see the fraying of relationships in the well-known encounter under that tree in the garden. The woman, Eve, starts to doubt the credibility of what she had known up to this point. Was there really an interconnectedness within it all? Were there really relationships of trust and mutual dependency? Could this divine interplay among men, women and God be counted on? 




  When the serpent poses the question to Eve, it’s not a simple question. He twists it. It’s not a yes-no question. It’s a question that forces Eve to stand and reflect—Did God really say, “You can’t eat of any tree in the garden?”




  You know the deck is stacked against Eve here. And us too, right? Eve’s not playing with a full hand of knowledge. In fact, Eve never even heard the command in the first place. Eve got it from Adam. He’s the only one who heard God’s commandment (see Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-4).




  So when Eve (in sort-of-knowledge, sort-of-ignorance) responds to the temptation at hand—to the serpent at hand—she doesn’t even have all the facts. She’s responding based on what she thinks she might remember from Adam telling her this. And she doesn’t remember it right. She responds to him, “Well, we can’t eat or even touch the tree that’s found in the middle of the garden.”




  This isn’t just semantics here. This little nugget of the story stayed alive for hundreds of years before it was ever written down. There’s something really important that the early Israelites saw here.




  We can’t eat or even touch.




  One rabbi says that when the serpent heard the claim that death would follow anyone who touched the tree, the serpent promptly wrapped himself around the tree and shook it with all of his might, and all the fruit fell down to the ground. Death? Really? You can see with your own eyes that I am still alive.




  There’s something that happens when the credibility of what we think we know is undermined. She thought that’s what Adam said. But she didn’t quite know, and that uncertainty made it all start to come unraveled. It was the beginning of her undoing.




  What Eve is wondering about are the same questions we wonder about as well. Can we really count on others to come through in the way we need them to come through? Can we honestly depend on the supposition that there is a deep and eternal rhythm that unites all? And perhaps most pressingly, can we trust there is a divine presence, an interested Creator who initiates and perhaps even desires a relationship with us? It’s at her home, where she should have felt at ease, that doubt and mistrust step in to undermine Eve’s confidence. It seems all it takes for her to begin doubting the security of home is a little twisting of the words, a few additions here and a few deletions there.




  Sometimes, for me, it doesn’t even take that much. I can feel wronged by the smallest of expressions, the weakest of words. I can mentally construct entire conversations from a glance. And when someone doesn’t respond the way I imagined they should or would, I can easily believe that we are estranged, alienated, even though I have no reason beyond a shrug for suspecting that.




  You may have similar tendencies. This is what it’s like when we don’t really live at home. This is what happens when we forget that we can trust the goodness of right now, when we forget that we can depend on Someone who desires us. This is how we live when we don’t believe that the door to divine presence is open for us. We can’t see that not only is the door open but the porch light is on as well.




  East of Eden




  When the Hebrews talked about sin, they were talking about separation. Separation comes in a number of flavors. The Hebrews had at least three words to describe different aspects of sin.[4] First is the separation we are most familiar with. The Hebrew word is ʿāwāh. This is the word for the lies we tell, for the vows we break, for the gossip we spread and for the honor we steal. ʿĀwāh describes our wrong actions, our bad behavior and our even worse thoughts. This is the alienation we can describe, measure and count. We can dole out punishments and seek clear retribution for many of our ʿāwāh deeds. ʿĀwāh is the starting point for the closeted room of the confessional: “Forgive me, father, for I have sinned.”




  Whenever someone is talking about sin, ʿāwāh is generally the only framework they have—it’s simple and concrete. The problem is that it doesn’t give words to my deeper attitudes, my frayed hope, my ambitions—both grandiose and paltry.




  The word the Hebrews used for this deeper condition is ḥāṭāh. I’ve heard it described as missing the mark, but it’s more helpful for me to describe it as the risks I don’t take, the self that seems beyond my grasp or the hopes that seem too lofty to fulfill. One way of thinking about it is the quote by Marianne Williamson: “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond imagination.”[5]




  Ḥāṭāh describes all the ways we draw back when we should be moving forward. Ḥāṭāh is that pull of fear that stops us from loving because we may not be loved in return; and always it’s that aching cavern that opens in our hearts when we realize we are not the person we longed to be or hoped we’d be.




  This is also ḥāṭāh: We fully expected to be one kind of person and instead we’ve been blown off course. One of the clearest examples is found in the story of Samson. Samson is a classic sort of literary figure—a strong man of rippling muscles and heroic courage—oversized stories and an oversized ego. Samson was undone by the beautiful Delilah, the woman who cuts off his hair—the secret to his strength—and gives him over to the Philistines. But Samson did a lot of living before he ever met Delilah. She was just one of the last in a long series of questionable choices Samson made. Samson was a man who had everything needed to be great and to play a central role in the future of Israel.




  But he got seriously sidetracked. Samson was a man of great passions. He loved power and he loved wielding it. He loved sex and he loved having sex with women. He is a poster child of a man who never needed to say no. What he wanted, he got. What he saw, he took. What he hungered for, he ate.




  It didn’t start out this way. It started out so well. Awesome, really. There are angelic pronouncements at his birth. It’s a miracle! The angels tell a barren woman she is going to have a son. The boy will be special, set apart, for he’s going to deliver Israel from his enemies.




  How cool is that? To know you are blessed by God?




  Maybe you have felt before that sense of mission: I was meant for something special. I may have a purpose. This is what Samson had, but his inability to say no to the experiences that brought him short-term satisfaction left him blind to the opportunities to say yes to real greatness. Samson was destined for greatness, but it didn’t turn out that way (see Judges 13:1–16:31).




  Samson’s greatest gifts had a shadow side to them. His greatest attribute had a powerful underside that threatened to destroy him. Samson’s potential for greatness was in the power of his body, and his fatal flaw was in the way he used it. His raging testosterone brought illustrious military conquests, but how was he to apply that overabundance of “manly” energy to his everyday life? He didn’t know how to integrate the gift into his normal life. Thus Samson turned his prodigious military conquests to sexual conquests and macho one-upmanship. In situation after situation Samson was either thinking about sex, having sex or facing the consequences of sex. From prostitutes to standing up a bride at the altar. From living with one woman in Gaza to falling in love with the infamous Delilah. Sex and violent power were all over his life.




  The arc of Samson’s life is his drive to satisfy his passions. Even if it kills him.




  How does Samson go from this little miracle baby to this man of voracious appetites who gives us one of the most hedonistic portrayals in the entire Bible? Probably in much the same way we do. We create our lives with little choices. Things that seem of almost no consequence. No different from Samson, really.




  Samson had a series of places where he could have used his power for good—but he chose otherwise. A series of little choices. To defy his parents. To break a promise. To take without thinking of the impact of his selfishness. To take revenge.




  Again and again the Samson cycle revolves around having his needs for importance, recognition and pleasure met. He lost sight of the person he could have been over a series of little choices—the same choices we face.




  Ḥāṭāh points out how dangerous it is to not tell yourself no. Samson was a man who couldn’t say no. Who needn’t say no. His power and his prestige allowed him that.




  And in this way Samson seems a lot like us. Over time, this inability to say no eats away at us in a way we can’t even see. We cease to imagine what we might have been. What we might have wanted, even what we were originally aiming for in the first place. Samson ended up, as the poet John Milton put it, “eyeless in Gaza,” unable to even see what held him captive.[6] But as it tends to be with us, it wasn’t the Philistines who really blinded him, it was ḥāṭāh.




  Ḥāṭāh keeps People magazine in business. We can read about how some actor’s risk-taking nature was necessary in his or her work but untamed in the actor’s relationships, that same quality strangled any hope for stability. Ḥāṭāh is what we see in the political or religious figure who achieves greatness in leadership but squanders his or her powers for persuasion on a cheap thrill in a backwater motel.




  ʿĀwāh describes those deliberate actions we do when we are not at home—those actions that separate us from each other. Ḥāṭāh gives voice to that angst and longing that separate us from ourselves. But the Hebrews had one more word that revealed the ultimate undoing of the whole system: pāšaʿ.




  Pāšaʿ is the word for all of life that is lived east of Eden now. It’s the growing crack that separates us from our water systems and the rain forests. It’s the break of alienation that allows us to read about rivers running red with blood in Central Africa, outbreaks of malaria in Ethiopia, ethnic cleansing in Southern Europe. It’s all right there in the news, but we can only bear to glance at it. Then we turn away. We put down the newspaper, change the channel, close the browser. We retreat back into the dark, into pāšaʿ.




  Pāšaʿ affirms we live in a world far larger than ourselves whose systems are beyond our individual actions. We may be separated from the outcomes, unable to explicitly see the connection between our smart phones and human rights abuses among the mining companies that provide the titanium for those phones. We may know only vague rumors of blood diamonds or sweatshop clothing. We may not directly support these systems. Yet still—somewhere in this matrix, pāšaʿ demands we still bear some responsibility to make things right again. Pāšaʿ describes structures that need to be fixed, and it doesn’t let us off the hook just because we aren’t directly keeping these oppressive wrongs in place.
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