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  As the deer pants for the water brooks, So my soul pants for You, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; When shall I come and appear before God?




  Psalm 42:1-2




  





  Longing to see God and to enter his consummate presence is an oft-repeated theme in the writings of the great saints in the history of the church, but it is rarely seen in the Christian literature of our time. This is why I welcome the publication of Yearning For More: What Our Longings Tell Us About Ourselves and God. As you will discover, my friend Barry Morrow has a penchant for leveraging culture to illuminate timeless spiritual issues.




  Moses’ great prayer in the wilderness was “I pray You, show me Your glory!” (Exodus 33:18). The psalmists cultivated a passion for God’s presence and understood that anything of true value comes from his hand. The sages who wrote the wisdom literature stressed that nothing at all can compare with knowing God. The prophets were overwhelmed with the splendor and majesty of God, and they endured ridicule and rejection in order to be pleasing to him. Jesus taught his followers to hunger and thirst more for God’s kingdom and righteousness than for anything else. The apostles’ deepest longing was to behold the infinite lover of their souls.




  Six hundred years ago Julian of Norwich, in her Revelations of Divine Love, asked God for the three faithful wounds: contrition for her sins, compassion for others and an intense longing for God. “At the same moment,” she wrote,




  the Trinity filled me full of heartfelt joy, and I knew that all eternity was like this for those who attain heaven. For the Trinity is God, and God the Trinity; the Trinity is our Maker and keeper, our eternal lover, joy and bliss—all through our Lord Jesus Christ. . . . We have got to realize the littleness of creation and to see it for the nothing that it is before we can love and possess God who is uncreated. This is the reason why we have no ease of heart or soul, for we are seeking our rest in trivial things which cannot satisfy, and not seeking to know God, almighty, all-wise, all-good. He is true rest. It is His will that we should know Him, and His pleasure that we should rest in Him. Nothing less will satisfy us. . . . We shall never cease wanting and longing until we possess Him in fullness and joy. Then we shall have no further wants. Meanwhile His will is that we go on knowing and loving until we are perfected in heaven. . . . The more clearly the soul sees the blessed face by grace and love, the more it longs to see it in its fullness.




  C. S. Lewis in his autobiography, Surprised by Joy, related true joy to what he called Sehnsucht, or longing. In The Weight of Glory he spoke of the stab and pang of acute longing as homesickness for a place and a time we have not yet visited that is beyond the edge of the imagination.




  The sense that in this universe we are treated as strangers, the longing to be acknowledged, to meet with some response, to bridge some chasm that yawns between us and reality, is part of our inconsolable secret. And surely, from this point of view, the promise of glory, in the sense described, becomes highly relevant to our deep desire. For glory meant good report with God, acceptance by God, response, acknowledgment, and welcome into the heart of things. The door on which we have been knocking all our lives will open at last. . . . Apparently, then, our lifelong nostalgia, our longing to be reunited with something in the universe from which we now feel cut off, to be on the inside of some door which we have always seen from the outside, is no mere neurotic fancy, but the truest index of our real situation. And to be at last summoned inside would be both glory and honour beyond all our merits and also the healing of that old ache.




  There have been times when a walk in the woods, a painting, a photograph or a piece of music created a sudden and profound sense of longing within me. When I thought about it, I realized that in each case, the vehicle that caused the longing pointed not to itself but to that which is beyond the created order, to God himself. These are fleeting moments, but they are enough to remind me of the reality of my pilgrim status and to awaken desire for something more than anything this world can offer.




  Along similar lines, Henri Nouwen in his perceptive book The Return of the Prodigal Son describes the remarkable effect Rembrandt’s painting of this parable had on his self-understanding.




  It had brought me into touch with something within me that lies far beyond the ups and downs of a busy life, something that represents the ongoing yearning of the human spirit, the yearning for a final return, an unambiguous sense of safety, a lasting home.




  It is an aspiration to turn to our Father’s house and to find the deep satisfaction of his embrace and of being treasured by him.




  In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also. (John 14:2-3)




  Coming to Christ is, as A. W. Tozer describes it in his The Pursuit of God,




  not an end but an inception, for now begins the glorious pursuit, the heart’s happy exploration of the infinite riches of the Godhead. That is where we begin, I say, but where we stop no man has yet discovered, for there is in the awful and mysterious depths of the Triune God neither limit nor end. . . . To have found God and still to pursue Him is the soul’s paradox of love, scorned indeed by the too-easily-satisfied religionist, but justified in happy experience by the children of the burning heart.




  This holy desire, this transcendent ambition, is captured in Jesus’ penetrating words: “Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matthew 6:33). God waits to be wanted, but he must be wanted for himself and not for some lesser good he may provide. May we ask for the grace to long for the beatific vision, for the vision of God himself.




  There will no longer be any curse; and the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and His bond-servants will serve Him; they will see His face, and His name will be on their foreheads. (Revelation 22:3-4, emphasis added)




  Kenneth Boa, Ph.D., D.Phil.




  President, Reflections Ministries
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  You don’t know quite what it is you want, but it just fairly makes your heart ache you want it so.




  Mark Twain




  





  It seems to be a particularly human phenomenon that we are insatiably curious about this life, trying to make sense of the world we find ourselves inhabiting. We marvel at the universe, and we marvel at the beginning and end of our lives. Where did we come from? Where are we going? Is there any real purpose or significance to our lives? I believe it was Loren Eiseley who once said that humankind is the only cosmic orphan, the only one in the universe who asks, “Why?”




  I must confess at the outset of our journey that I have always had a somewhat skeptical take on religious answers to ultimate questions. I should have been born in Missouri, the “show me” state. Nevertheless, my educational background in the natural sciences and my reading over the years, including many of the great classics, have always made me curious about the human condition. Issues that the sciences alone can’t answer, I don’t believe.




  I once had a friend who was running from God. He was trying to figure out life on his own. So he bought copies of most of the works of fiction that make up the lists of great classics and began to read through them, trying to figure out life. His conclusion? Almost all of these deal in some way with God. The human condition cannot be adequately explained without some idea of God in the formula. Whether we believe in God or disbelieve, all of us have some sort of “theological” position—even the atheist or agnostic, who doubts God’s existence.




  So, what does it mean to be human? What do we make of life’s ultimate questions? How do we make sense of it all? Is there a spiritual journey for us to consider, or is it all an accident? We all have a worldview of how we account for life—none of us is truly objective. We bring all kinds of presuppositions to life, and those can be distilled down to fundamentally either a material or a religious worldview.




  C. S. Lewis, the Oxford don who rejected Christian theism until his early thirties, found a welcome audience in Great Britain for his radio broadcast talks over the BBC to a war-torn country, after his return to faith in orthodox Christianity. His twenty-five talks, given from 1941 to 1944, would later become the best-selling book that has influenced many, Mere Christianity.




  His books sell millions of copies annually, and the Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis’s take on an imaginary world that a group of children can occasionally enter through a wardrobe, has sold millions of copies. And a number of these books have made their way to the big screen. It is in the world of Narnia that our deepest desires and longings are touched on, evoking hopes for a better world than we experience in this present world.




  But in Mere Christianity, Lewis suggests to us that there can be either a religious or material worldview. Either matter or God is eternal; both cannot be right. Our take on this fundamental question determines how we see our lives unfolding before us. So is life simply random chance, or is it in some way a sacred dance?




  Similarly, Lewis’s book Mere Christianity, written over sixty years ago, has much to say to our day amid the assault of the new atheists, who decry religious conviction as though those who embrace a belief in God have jettisoned their minds. I believe he was on to something. Lewis believed that the very things that matter most in life (and how we view our world) are better explained by embracing what could be called a sacramental view of life—that all of life is imbued with hints of another world that awaits us.




  In his chapter titled “Hope” in Mere Christianity, Lewis suggests that it is very difficult for us to want heaven at all, except in so far as “heaven” means meeting our loved ones again who have died. And yet, if we are honest with ourselves and look into our hearts, we know that we want something badly, but something that cannot be had in this present world. All sorts of things give us the promise of delivering, but they all let us down.




  We have only three options, he suggests. First, the “Fool’s Way” is the path taken by a man or woman who goes throughout life seeking fulfillment from the latest or newest acquisition or experience, whether it is an expensive travel destination, another lover or another diversion. Yet he remains discontent, bored with life. Disenchanted.




  The second option is what he calls the way of the “Disillusioned ‘Sensible Man.’” This is the way of the man or woman who settles down and learns not to expect much from life, believing that the whole human experience was a concocted “moonshine” all along. Better, Lewis reasons, for this man or woman not to expect too much rather than to become disenchanted with the reality that life just doesn’t deliver in the end.




  No, there is a third way, Lewis concludes: “The Christian Way.” Here he writes of what this present world was intended to do for us:




  The Christian says, “Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. . . . Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as sex. If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world. . . . Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing.”[1]




  Here Lewis sets forth the fundamental idea that the longings and yearnings that we experience in this present world were never intended to satisfy us totally, but to awaken us to an even greater fulfillment and delight in a world to come.




  So when we reflect on this fantastic world that we inhabit, we can either become disenchanted because it lets us down or instead conclude that we were “made for another world.” Lewis’s words become the touchstone theme of this book, that all of our lives point us to something more, that everything in our lives carries what Peter Berger calls a “signal of transcendence,” of another world before us. We need not become disenchanted with this present world, but rather, explore what these deep longings intimate about another world before us.




  Socrates once declared, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” It is my hope that this volume will help you examine your life and hopefully come to the conclusion that I have come to, that life is not “a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and then is heard no more . . . a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing,” as Shakespeare declared in Macbeth.




  No, our lives, through all our pains and pleasures, joys and delights, friendships and disappointments, work and play, point to another world for which we were created. We become disenchanted here, but we were made for another world that awaits us.




  Won’t you journey with me?




  -1-
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  Looking for Answers, but Finding Only Questions




  





  Everywhere the Apostle Paul went, there was either riot or revival. Everywhere I go, they want to serve tea.




  former Archbishop of Canterbury




  You need chaos in your soul to give birth to a dancing star.




  Friedrich Nietzsche




  





  In one of his most popular short stories, “Pigeon Feathers,” novelist John Updike tells the story of a fourteen-year-old boy named David who has recently moved to his mother’s birthplace in the small farm community of Firetown. David is a voracious reader curious about his Christian heritage. After reading H. G. Wells’s account of Jesus as an obscure political agitator who was crucified and presumably died a few weeks later—only to have a religion founded after him—David begins to wonder whether or not Christianity is true. After he is visited by a horrid vision of his own death—a revelation amounting to extinction—he looks to his parents to provide answers, but they are no help.




  David then turns to his pastor, Reverend Dobson, a sophisticated and enlightened preacher and a bit misplaced in Firetown, who teaches a catechism class to the young people on Sunday afternoons. When the time comes for questions, David asks about the resurrection of the body and about whether we are conscious between the time we die and the Day of Judgment. “What will heaven be like?” David asks Reverend Dobson.




  When Dobson suggests to David that heaven might be best understood as “the goodness Abraham Lincoln did living on after him,” David feels betrayed. The only thing David wants is to hear Reverend Dobson repeat the words about the Christian hope of immortality that he said every Sunday morning. But David leaves that afternoon with a sense of indignation, not only at being betrayed, but of seeing Christianity betrayed. When he returns home and sits down with his grandfather’s Bible, attempting to read it, his mother joins him on the sofa to see what is troubling him.




  “I asked Reverend Dobson about Heaven and he said it was like Abraham Lincoln’s goodness living after him.”




  “And why didn’t you like it?”




  “Well, don’t you see? It amounts to saying there isn’t any Heaven at all.”




  “I don’t see that it amounts to that. What do you want Heaven to be?”




  “Well, I don’t know. I want it to be something. I thought he’d tell me what it was.”




  “David,” she asked gently, “don’t you ever want to rest?”




  “No. Not forever.”




  “David . . . when you get older, you’ll feel differently.”




  “Grandpa didn’t. Look how tattered this book is.”




  “I think Reverend Dobson made a mistake. You must try to forgive him.”




  “It’s not a question of his making a mistake! It’s a question of dying and never moving or seeing or hearing anything ever again.”




  “But”—in exasperation—“darling, it’s so greedy of you to want more. When God has given us this wonderful April day, and given us this farm, and you have your whole life ahead of you—”




  “Mother . . . don’t you see . . . if when we die there’s nothing, all your sun and fields and what not are, ah, horror? It’s just an ocean of horror.”[1]




  Few stories better capture the modern-day sentiment of our culture’s belief—or disbelief—in the afterlife than Updike’s “Pigeon Feathers.” While many, like David’s mother, have a wistful, ethereal idea about the afterlife, it’s not saying too much to suggest that our culture at large has lost its sense of transcendence. But for many of us, like David, if we listen to our hearts, we want more than wonderful April days, beautiful vistas and all that this life can offer. Our souls cry out that our lives have an ultimate meaning and purpose that transcends this temporal life.




  Looking for Meaning and Happiness in Religion




  Many turn to organized faith and religion to fill the void in their lives, in the hopes of a better world to come. And while many have found meaning and fulfillment in their lives through their faith, contemporary culture at large has not been very kind to religious people, especially conservative Christians. In his book Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self-Help Book, novelist Walker Percy pokes fun at fundamentalist Christians when he playfully promises to inform his readership, “How you can survive in the Cosmos about which you know more and more while knowing less and less about yourself, this despite 10,000 self-help books, 100,000 psychotherapists, and 100 million fundamentalist Christians.”[2]




  While Percy embraced a spiritual worldview late in life, he was never comfortable in the conservative fundamentalist camp of Christendom. He once lamented that the Christian novelist is like a person who has found a “treasure hidden in the attic of an old house.” Yet he concluded that he was writing for people who had “moved out to the suburbs” and who were “sick of the old house of orthodoxy” and everything in it.




  But if we can’t find purpose and meaning in religion, we find ourselves looking to other avenues in life to bring about a sense of purpose and meaning. Truth be known, we humans are a curious and restless bunch, always looking to the world to make us happy. And with the frenetic pace of modern life amid e-mails, twittering, streaming media and jammed work and personal lives, we complicate our lives with busyness, believing that this will deliver to us the happiness that we so desperately desire.




  A Restless Culture in Search of Happiness




  Ours is a restless culture in a quest for happiness, a culture in pursuit of the Good Life. And how do we seek happiness? Deeply embedded in our minds is the fundamental belief that acquiring more things, bigger and better things, will ultimately make us happy. We run ourselves ragged looking for the next great experience, vacation or diversion in life, thinking that these will bring solace to our souls.




  The story is told of a young author who was writing a book about the people of Appalachia. As he traveled through a mountain valley, he noticed a large old house with an elderly, cigar-smoking man rocking on the front porch. He thought to himself, I ought to interview this old man to see what keeps him going. He sat down by the old man and inquired, “Tell me, you men of Appalachia live to be so old. What’s the secret?”




  The man responded, “It’s no secret to me. I drink a quart of homemade whiskey every day, I smoke at least a half-dozen cigars like these every day, and I chase women at night.”




  With a look of astonishment, the young writer replied, “That’s incredible! Just how old are you?” With calmness in his voice, Gramps said, “I’ll be thirty-two this October.”




  While most of us don’t live like this man from Appalachia, many of us lament the frantic pace of contemporary life. In pursuit of happiness, we find ourselves performing the ultimate juggling act with work, family and leisure time. A new term has even been coined for multitasking: time-stacking. Time stackers are busy people who juggle two or more tasks at once, a behavior that has become rampant, especially among professionals.




  Most of us have this right of entitlement, believing that we deserve all that life can possibly offer. Musing on this American mindset, Daniel Boorstin suggests that Americans suffer from all-too-extravagant expectations. In his much-quoted book, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, Boorstin makes this observation of Americans:




  We expect anything and everything. We expect the contradictory and the impossible. We expect compact cars which are spacious; luxurious cars which are economical. We expect to be rich and charitable, powerful and merciful, active and reflective, kind and competitive. . . . We expect to eat and stay thin, to be constantly on the move and ever more neighborly, to go to a “church of our choice” and yet feel its guiding power over us, to revere God and to be God. Never have people been more the masters of their environment. Yet never has a people felt more deceived and disappointed. For never has a people expected so much more than the world could offer.[3]




  Is That All There Is?




  But even when we drink from the wellspring of advertising and accumulate goods with the hopes of self-fulfillment, more often than not we are greeted with a certain disillusionment and emptiness.




  The lesson is clear. Despite our accumulation of things, Americans still find ourselves yearning for connectedness, simplicity and meaning. For all the trumped-up promises of happiness and fulfillment from our achievements, acquisitions and accomplishments, if we are honest with ourselves, we will admit that they often leave us frazzled and disillusioned. Years ago the country singer Peggy Lee recorded a hit song titled “Is That All There Is?” Many of us have found ourselves asking that question. All of this leads to the fundamental question that sooner or later we have to confront. That question is this: Can this world really make us happy?




  Many people today have reached the pinnacle of personal, financial and career success, despite the unprecedented economic tsunami of the past few years. Still, they have what some have called “destination sickness.” They have arrived, but they are sick and disillusioned. They may have all the outward appearances of success, but deep inside they are hollow and empty. They are perhaps hungry for things beyond this world, because this world alone cannot sustain a lasting happiness.




  Jon Katz, a former executive producer with CBS, has gone on record describing his own spiritual odyssey and search amid personal success in his book Running to the Mountain: A Journey of Faith and Change. Katz describes his own quest, when “bread and circuses” had let him down:




  Ten years earlier, as executive producer of the two-hour program The CBS Morning News, I had stood in a control room one day before dawn, staring at a wall of high-tech color monitors. The co-anchor of the spectacularly unsuccessful show I produced, a former beauty queen and sports commentator named Phyllis George, was smiling back at me surreally from all of them. An assistant dabbed at her make-­up and fluffed her hair. I was powerful, well-compensated, lost. A few minutes later, I was locked in my office, weeping. I had reached a rung in my life a lot of people would have coveted, and I would rather have thrown myself off a bridge than stay there for another month. So, tentatively, with equal parts of determination and terror, I set off on what Thomas Merton liked to call a journey of the soul.[4]




  Katz came to the important realization that one can have all this world has to offer and still be miserable on the inside. He, like many an “up-and-outer” (the opposite of a “down-and-outer”), had reached the pinnacle of success by the standards of the world, yet he was despairing. He came to the conclusion that the true journey of life is a spiritual journey, a journey of the soul.




  Were We Meant to Be Happy?




  Peggy Noonan, a former presidential speechwriter and frequent contributor to the Wall Street Journal, raises an important question in her book What I Saw at the Revolution, when she asks, were we made to be happy here? Noonan suggests that much of our unhappiness is born out of a huge cultural revolution within the baby boomer generation. The salient feature of this revolution, Noonan contends, is the expectation of happiness. She writes,




  It is 1956 in the suburbs, in the summer. A man comes home from work, parks the car, slouches up the driveway. His white shirt clings softly to his back. He bends for the paper, surveys the lawn, waves to a neighbor. From the house comes his son, freckled, ten. He jumps on his father; they twirl on the lawn. Another day done. Now water the lawn, eat fish cakes, watch some TV, go to bed, do it all again tomorrow.




  Is he happy? No. Why should he be? We weren’t put here to be happy. But the knowledge of his unhappiness does not gnaw. Everyone is unhappy, or rather everyone has a boring job, a marriage that’s turned to disinterest, a life that’s turned to sameness. And because he does not expect to be happy the knowledge of his unhappiness does not weigh on him. He looks perhaps to other, more eternal forms of comfort.[5]

OEBPS/Images/ShortLine.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780830856367.jpg
What Our Longings
Tell Us About God

and Ourselves






OEBPS/Images/IVP_Books_Quarter.jpg
VP Books





