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  Dreams of Another World
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  I don’t usually wake up laughing, but that morning I did.




  Head pressed deeply into the dense pillow, I awoke to my own laughter. The room was cold, which had caused me to sleep more deeply than usual. My legs were numb, but I was warm all over, except for my nose. A single beam of dusty light revealed an unfamiliar room of placard signs, mass-produced art and sterile chairs. Hotel room curtains never fully close, do they? A strip between the two panels allowed that beam of light to poke me in my sleepy head. I had slept so deeply that my first thought in that refrigerated state was, Who am I, and how did I get here?




  I wanted to disappear under the thick comforter, to roll my head between the three pillows and just dream. But I had laughed myself awake. I have no idea what I dreamt of that caused such morning hilarity, but as I flopped over, sitting next to me—also laughing—was my new bride. We had been married just three days.




  “What were you dreaming of?” she asked, snickering. “I watched you toss and giggle for ten minutes before you woke up.”




  “I wish I could remember,” I said with a laugh. Though the details of the dream were lost, I knew I had tasted another world. The dream had trailed off as light hit my head, and it was gone. Nothing left now but bad breath, a lined face and a deep sense of rest and peace. Though the dream had vanished, I lay there in the bed on my honeymoon with contentment and joy.




  I wish I could have held that moment forever. It was a moment between two dreams—one an unconscious dream of peace and joy, and the other a waking dream of marriage with my new wife, Jodi, where everything was new and exciting.




  The Reality of Dreams




  Waking or sleeping, dreams play a significant role in being human. As we slip away into the night or doze off poolside on a vacation, our hearts and minds wander to a place just around the corner, a world we’ve all tasted but can never quite capture. This sense of another world is, for many, a more constant, more present reality than what we are told is “the real world.”




  What is it about a dream that beckons us, ever entangling us in its web of hope and longing? The elusive dream of our hearts fades out of reach each morning. With each sunrise, with each knock on the door, we awake with a realization that real life awaits us. But we long to go back, to pull the covers over our faces, to tuck our heads between the pillows and just dream.




  Though the elusive dream of our hearts fades, we search for it because we’ve tasted it in small doses over and over again. In the breathtaking beauty of a sunset, the oblivious, innocent laughter of a child, through forgiveness and kindness, in expressions of love and selflessness, we’ve tasted a world we were meant for and want more of. Our soul remembers the aftertaste of a world we were destined for, because we have tasted it in small measure our whole lives. The taste is unmistakable. We know this taste of the world more viscerally than anything else, because it is at the core of what it means to be human. The dream is a foretaste of another world, a better world, a world where things are the way they’re supposed to be.




  We are dreamers, every one of us. John Lennon’s song “Imagine” described a dream where the world would one day live as one. The dream Lennon sang of—though many would disagree with him—is a reflection of this other world, a world where greed, possessions, hunger, violence, nationalistic and religious beliefs no longer drown out love, companionship and peace. Lennon’s dream was very close to the dream of God, though Lennon himself would likely dismiss this. The amazing thing about the dreams of some of the people furthest from God is that their desire for a better world mirrors the ultimate dream of God to make all things new. We are dreamers because God is a dreamer.




  Some have had their dreams crushed; others have been conditioned to curb or abandon their dreams. Still others, at the end of a long process of hurt and pain, find themselves no longer able to dream at all. But we all start out dreaming. We all long and reach and hope and pray and plan for something else. We are God’s daughters and sons, and as such we bear the image of our creator. What we know for sure is that he is a dreamer, because at the very core of our being, we are too. Dreaming is an inescapable part of what it means to be created in God’s image.




  Though we are often not able to articulate it fully, what we dream of is the same dream that God has dreamt since time began. The dream of God is at the heart of our dreams. We can know a great deal about our dreaming God by looking at our own dreams and the dreams of humanity throughout the world.




  Dreams are powerful, but because the world is not the way it’s supposed to be, our dreams are often twisted—mere shadows of what they once were. Dreams can become misguided—expressions of exploitative power, excessive material acquisition, sensual indulgence. There’s no limit to how badly dreams can run amuck. Dreams can become nightmares, ruling and eventually ruining our lives. The longing to escape the struggles and disappointments of this world often tempt us to escape “reality” artificially. Drugs, alcohol, shopping, sex, pornography—anything to escape and “just be.” To be alone with ourselves, at peace with our mind, free from worry and pain—we just want to dream.




  The longing to be transported from where we are to where we were meant to be is also powerful. Most people will risk everything they have and all that they are to reach for a dream. Some people do this in ways that are healthy and life giving, but most people settle for the easy substitute. We settle for a cheap version of the dream in a one-night stand, in dancing erotic pixels in dark rooms. We want a quick fix, and we find it at the baked-goods section at the grocery store, the bottom of a bottle or the pulsating floor of a dance club. We often pursue a dream in selfish and destructive ways, ways that are incompatible with God’s dream.




  We long to go to that other world that lingers in our hearts. We are called to it in small ways each day. For me, it is the small “magical moments” of life that call me back, the little things that pull at my heart: a wispy meadow in late August, the sound of cicadas buzzing in the trees, the smell of dense, warm air before a storm. All of a sudden, my mind wanders away from my son’s orthodontics bill, the fight I’m having with my wife, Jodi, or the diaper that needs to be changed. Another world pokes in as I smell bacon in the morning or catch a glimpse of a hummingbird hovering over the lilies outside my office window. We live in a world where “real” is limited to what we can see, hear, smell, touch and taste. But these are hints of a world more real than what all our senses can tell us. Our dreams point us to another world.




  Waking from the Nightmare




  This book explores the reality of this other world. We will also look at the nightmare that our world has become and what God has done and will do to bring an end to that nightmare. It’s my contention that God began to put an end to the source of the nightmare of our world through the work of Jesus on the cross and through his resurrection. But Jesus’ death and his return to life are not the end of the story. We will see that God’s dream will be realized by a second, equally significant work of Christ at the end of time. Much of this book will focus on this second, end-time work.




  Unfortunately, eschatology (the study of last things) and prophecy have become somewhat of a carnival sideshow over the last century. This cottage industry of future-casters and late-night preachers has made the study of end-time prophecy an almost shameful aspect of Christianity. However, the end-time work of Christ is the fuel for Christian mission, the joy in our suffering and the hope for the church around the world. It is the very culmination of the dream of God, the beam of light invading this world’s nightmare. It is the most significant event in history, because within it we see the purpose of the cross and the resurrection ultimately fulfilled.




  We see the nightmare of our world in the oppression of the weak and marginalized, in the exploitation of natural resources, in crippling diseases and poverty. It lives in brothels where young girls are a commodity, in the brick kilns where children waste away and in the lost hope of child soldiers. The world we live in is caught between two worlds—a dream and a nightmare.




  But the good news is that the dream of God will come to pass and is coming to pass all around us. It will one day replace the nightmare of this world. In many ways, God’s dream is already breaking in. Every time a well is dug for a community, food is provided for the hungry, nets protect those at risk of mosquito-borne malaria or those who traffic in the flesh of prostitutes are brought to justice, the nightmare ends and the dream begins.




  When we join God in bringing his dream to the world around us, we are fulfilling his plan and purpose for our lives. Joining in God’s dream is the most significant thing we could ever do. It is what we were created for. God’s plan for us begins and flourishes as we allow our dreams to merge into the great dream of God.




  Lying laughing and cold between two dreams that morning, I had no idea what a picture God had given me of his ultimate plan for my life and for the world. God’s ultimate dream is a dream of love and laughter, of companionship and peace. It is a dream for all peoples to experience what I had in that moment of dusty light—love, joy and peace.




  God’s dream, and the dream at the core of our being, goes beyond justice, beyond sustenance, beyond bare necessities. It is seen in lavish celebration, in exquisite beauty and in full and lasting peace. This is what we will see as we journey together into the dream of God.
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  Between Two Dreams
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  Ice pellets stung my face like bees as I lay face up, entangled in a bush three days before my wedding day. Stunned, I lay there staring up at a gray March sky, assessing the pain in my ankle and calling out for someone to help me. I was just leaving my in-laws’ home, where we had finalized last-minute wedding plans. A severe ice storm had moved in unexpectedly, and my broken ankle and the slick streets landed me on my soon-to-be wife’s couch overnight.




  Through this experience, I began to get a glimpse of the cost of marriage. I watched my fiancée struggle with my injury, bringing me soup and pillows like my new mother. She particularly struggled at the wedding when I showed up in a cast—not the dream she had of her special day. The greatest challenge came on our honeymoon; she had to push me around Disney World in a wheelchair for a week and do all the driving around town. We were given a “handicapped access” hotel room and had difficulty boarding shuttle buses and getting in and out of crowded areas. We were beginning the dream of marriage with some significant and unexpected challenges.




  At the end of each day, my wife and I were exhausted. Weariness turned into a lack of patience, which turned into some real fights. Fights in the early years of a marriage are different—the rules haven’t been set, so we are unaware of just how deeply we can wound each other with our words. There isn’t yet the long-term demonstration that neither of us will leave if things get too bad. I was beginning to realize through my own physical pain and the newfound relationship difficulties that my dream was going to come with a cost. How high a cost? I had no idea.




  I was caught between two dreams. The first was that of easy companionship, of amusement park rides and bouquets, of early-morning giggles and lingering kisses. The second wasn’t a dream at all—it was a nightmare. It was the nightmare of harsh words, hurt hearts and the insecurity that comes with not knowing how things will end up.




  Real dreams usually cost more than we bargain for. This was true of my dream of marriage. All my life, I longed for a home of beauty, order, safety and kindness, primarily because my home growing up did not include those things. For part of my childhood, I lived on the streets of Detroit—in abandoned homes, in the back of a van, on the basement floor of a dusty church. My childhood was the casualty of a destructive relationship between my mother and father that was doomed to fail. Throughout my childhood, I often told myself, I’m going to do better in my home. There is no way I’m going to live like this when I get married.




  Though I had wanted to marry by the time I was sixteen, I got married much later, at twenty-seven. Finally, my dream had come true; I was waking up to companionship, friendship and partnership. Marriage is not a fanciful dream in which all of our wants come true. It’s hard, soul-cleansing work. But, at its best, marriage is a small actualization of a greater dream.




  A Dream of Love and Community




  What I didn’t fully realize in my idealized stupor of newly wedded bliss was that the gift God had given me in my wife, while a costly gift, was a piece of heaven itself. Marriage is a picture of the overarching dream of God. It is the picture we find where the Bible begins and, as we shall see, where it ends.




  When God wanted to create a being that reflected himself, he created a community, not a person. God lives in relationship with himself—Father, Son, Holy Spirit—and the being God created was a relationship, not an individual. In the opening story of the Bible, God in community created a community that reflected himself.




  Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth. God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.” (Genesis 1:26-27 nasb, emphasis added)




  Three times this passage explains that God created this “being” in his image. But it’s not a singular person who ends up being the possessor of God’s image; instead, it’s a community—Adam and Eve. God’s creative work culminates in the word them.




  This initial creative work gives us an indication of what God has dreamt of since the beginning of time. The original dream of God culminates in a communal world, full and well cared for. The next few verses give us a glimpse of what God’s fulfilled dream looks like:




  God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” Then God said, “Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is on the surface of all the earth, and every tree which has fruit yielding seed; it shall be food for you; and to every beast of the earth and to every bird of the sky and to every thing that moves on the earth which has life, I have given every green plant for food”; and it was so. God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. (Genesis 1:28-31 nasb)




  The launch of God’s dream begins in a place of beauty and order, where two people in partnership with God himself begin an epic journey of filling and ruling the world. In this passage, God tells humanity to fill and “rule” or “subdue” the created order. The biblical meaning of the words rule and subdue reflects more the idea of ordering and caring for the world than using or dominating it.




  All of this is significant as we consider the dream of God. Much of the history of the world is a series of false attempts to mimic the ultimate dream. God’s dream is a dream of love, of mutual respect and community. God’s dream reflects care and concern for others and for the created order. In the beginning, it was good. In fact, it was very good.




  The Cost of the Dream




  After graduating from college and embarking into industry and eventually full-time ministry, I bought a home, met my wife, Jodi, and quickly pushed for our wedding date. That whirlwind period was filled with hope and a certain sense of arrogant entitlement—my own personal dream was beginning to come to pass. I had done well, very well, for myself. I had mastered school, I had mastered business, I had mastered ministry. Everything was going well, so how could I not master marriage?




  I know now that marriage is not something to be mastered—it masters us! Marriage is an ongoing, up-and-down journey of intense joy and connection as well as hard work, pain and sacrifice. Jodi and I have come to realize that now. The pain of the incompatibility of my personal dream with the reality of marriage has taken me to the brink of despair, to deep depression and to some dark places in my soul. But over fifteen years of marriage, the process of the journey has changed me in such a foundational way as to make me more fit for marriage, and for heaven as well.




  So it is with the dream of God. God’s dream is much more like the picture of pain and joy, sacrifice and satisfaction than the all-too common view of comfortable mansions, forever sunsets and golden harps. The dream of God comes with a high cost—a cost few anticipate.




  We live between two dreams. One is a dream of a world to come—one of companionship, safety, peace, joy and love. The other is a nightmare of despair, fear, want and uncertainty. The world we now live in is not the dream of God. In fact, it is far from it. The reality is that we are not yet fit for the dream of God. We only become fit for God’s dream through a painful adjustment process, much like the one I’ve been going through with my wife for the past fifteen years of marriage.




  We all know that we were made for something more, something magical. But we are often confused and disappointed because the world we experience is nothing like what we were meant for. We can’t experience it without what I call a “translation.” The translation of our souls comes as we enter the process of becoming fit for the dream and not at home with the nightmare of our world. This process of translation does something beautiful and radical within us. It gradually tears us away from our attachment to this world, making us fit for the world to come. This painful process unfolds in different ways and at a different pace for each of us, but we must go through it.




  Our dreams and the dreams of humanity throughout history have often been incompatible with the dream of God. Our dreams are often born out of greed, lust, selfishness and fear. But God is good and merciful. Most importantly, God has a plan to make all things new, and it begins when we choose to embrace the journey of transformation.




  Humanity’s Misguided Dream




  Our world is filled with real, systemic evil and wickedness—expressions of brokenness that are beyond understanding, beyond simple error or wrongdoing. This evil and wickedness is not merely around us—it is inside of us. It makes us unfit for the dream of God. We are not merely victims in a world gone bad; we are contributors to the wreckage of our world, and we are conduits of evil and suffering. Our personal dreams are often nothing more than expressions of this internal evil, the broken expressions of desires gone wrong. Our dreams are often destructive and doomed to fail, leaving people, the earth, communities and our own lives in ruins. To be made fit for the unfolding dream of God, we need to be translated, transformed into something more, something beautiful and whole.




  At the end of time, there will come a cosmic collision between these two dreams—the dream of humanity and the dream of God. In the end, however, it is not merely us, not merely individuals, who need to be translated. Everything needs to be swallowed up to make room for a world that is incompatible with the one we’ve inherited. There is no greater symbol of the incompatibility of our world than that of the power structures and systems that comprise our cities. Every world system, every human philosophy, every exploitative economic structure has found its expression in the cities we have built for ourselves.




  From the city of Babel to the final city of all time, Babylon, the grand expressions of humanity have been of exploitation, greed, lust, selfishness and fear. We read of the first great city of humankind’s making:




  Now the whole earth used the same language and the same words. It came about as they journeyed east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them thoroughly.” And they used brick for stone, and they used tar for mortar. They said, “Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let us make for ourselves a name, otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.” The Lord came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built. (Genesis 11:1-5 nasb)




  Several striking observations help us get a glimpse into this dream of humanity. First, in this passage we see that humanity is well organized, ambitious and hard working. The builders make a plan to erect a city and a tower that is structurally sound. These goals are purposeful and attainable.




  Second, their plans have a higher purpose: to unite humanity under a single name. The creativity, purposefulness, rationality and coordination all demonstrate the godlike nature of humanity—but with some big differences. Underneath this building project, we see motives of self-exaltation and arrogant self-reliance. The people say, “Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let us make for ourselves a name.” The motive to build is born out of fear: “otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.” These same motives underlie most of our cities today. This fearful reaction is inconsistent with God’s dream for us to fill and order the world. Humanity at Babel, in its arrogance and self-reliance, longed to congregate, to huddle in a city of self-aggrandizement in open defiance of God’s presence and plan.




  This is what we see throughout time, in every city and every expression of human-centered dreaming. And it’s entirely incompatible with the dream of God. In Genesis, we see God’s response to our dream:




  The Lord said, “Behold, they are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is what they began to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them. Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the face of the whole earth; and they stopped building the city. Therefore its name was called Babel, because there the Lord confused the language of the whole earth; and from there the Lord scattered them abroad over the face of the whole earth. (Genesis 11:6-9 nasb)




  God observes that the power and arrogance that have come from being one people with one language can lead to a limitless expression of arrogant self-reliance and self-worship, as he says, “nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them.” This doesn’t mean that with unity we will be able to solve all our problems. Rather, with homogeneity and a godless self-reliance, there is no limit to the defiance humanity is capable of. God’s dream was for the world to be filled, to be ordered, to be well managed and cared for. God’s dream was for unity in diversity, not the eradication of differences under the banner of a human-made city built out of fear and power. God confuses the languages and separates the people, not because God dislikes unity and peace, but because in this expression of self-reliant and protective nation building, we see the seed of all evil—self-worship.




  God’s instructions to humanity were simple: go, be fruitful, fill and order the world. Humanity’s response has quite simply been “No.”




  The Heart of Evil: Self-Worship




  Self-worship is at the heart of all kinds of evils. Greed, lust, selfishness, fear—all are forms of self-worship. The universal presence of self-worship makes us unfit for the dream of God, so we must undergo a translation process. This is a non­negotiable for participating in the ultimate purpose and goal of God. Self-worship must be eradicated in us through a painful journey, and it must eventually be eradicated from the world. And as we shall see, God will do just that.




  Babel represents the core of the cosmic battle of all time, a battle of wills and desires, and ultimately a battle of dreams. This battle is not a figurative one or one that simply exists in our hearts—it is real and involves real people, real structures and real cities.




  Our dream is a dream in which we don’t have to trust and follow God. God’s dream is a dream of expanding fruitfulness, abundance, joy and beauty. This sets us up for a conflict that must be resolved. This has happened repeatedly throughout time. The evidence of the nightmare of humanity is all around us. In every exploitative system, in every act of victimization and injustice, and in every act of indulgence at the expense of others’ well-being, we see self-worship.




  In Phnom Penh, a twelve-year-old girl has been sold to a brothel by her father. As a victim of her father’s self-worship, she has been reduced to a solution for a desire or need that he has. She is the sacrifice to his self-worship. Every time she is raped for pay, the man raping her uses her to gratify his perverted sexual desires in an act of self-worship. The brothel owners who commoditize her flesh are worshiping self as they daily exchange her pain for their profit.




  While this is most vivid in the red-light districts of Cambodia, the reality is that self-worship is at the heart of nearly every decision and every system or city that we make today. That same self-worship is at the heart of our decisions to go to porn sites and pay for the flesh of the downtrodden and oppressed, our decisions to purchase products manufactured by known violators of child labor laws, and our decisions to consume foods and beverages that come from people who receive little or nothing for their labor.




  In the end, we are all Phnom Penh. We are all a part of the nightmare, and we are all unfit for the dream of God.




  God’s Commitment to Us




  Yet God is good and merciful. Most importantly, God has a plan to eradicate evil and to change us, making us fit for the dream. While our dream is a never-ending string of Babels, God is at work to make all things new. So he invites us into a painful process of translation to make us fit for the dream. Though we lie face up in pain and brokenness, focused on our own selfish desires, hurling hurtful words at others and God himself, God remains committed to us and to bringing all of us into his ultimate dream.
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