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Prophet, Priest, and Witness: The Public Theology of Jeff Hood

There is a kind of theology that is done at a desk, and there is a kind of theology that is done in rooms. Jeff Hood has never been content with the desk.

What you are holding is a collection of eleven works that together constitute the body of a vocation. Not a career — a career implies choices made on the basis of advancement, security, the accumulation of credentials. A vocation is different. A vocation is what remains when you have stripped away everything that could be explained by ambition, and what is left is simply the thing you were made to do, the thing you cannot stop doing, the thing that keeps pulling you back into the rooms where most people would rather not go.

The term that best names Jeff Hood's vocation is public theologian. But that phrase can be misunderstood. It can suggest a theologian who is merely visible, who has found a platform, who has translated academic work into accessible language for a broader audience. That is not what Hood is. Public theology, in his hands, is something more demanding and more dangerous than that. It is theology that takes its questions from the public square — from the execution chamber, the hospital ward, the streets of a post-genocide country, the communities the institutional church has written off — and returns its answers there, accountable to the actual consequences of what it says.

Within that larger vocation of public theology, three ancient offices organize Hood's work: prophet, priest, and witness. These are not metaphors. They are functional descriptions of what he actually does in book after book, across eleven wildly different forms and registers. They are also, in the deepest sense of the Christian tradition, three dimensions of a single calling — the calling that the tradition names after Christ himself, the one who was all three at once.

The prophet speaks before it is welcome. High Country Theology announces this dimension from its opening pages. Hood's wilderness theology is not pastoral in the sentimental sense. The mountains do not comfort — they expose. They strip away whatever is not essential, and what remains is the knowledge that God is present, that creation itself bears testimony to that presence, and that the person who has genuinely encountered this presence is thereafter obligated to say so, regardless of institutional permission. The high country does not negotiate with respectability.

The Prosperity Gospel & Malpractice is prophetic speech in the most direct sense: it names the harm being done in God's name and refuses to soften the accusation for the sake of collegial comfort. Hood's choice of the word "malpractice" is not rhetorical flourish. It is a precise ethical claim. A physician who prescribes a treatment that damages the patient is not absolved by good intentions. The same standard applies to theology. The criterion is the damage done to actual bodies, actual savings accounts, actual faith. The prosperity gospel has done damage. Hood names it. That is what prophets do.

The Basilica of the Swinging Dicks carries the prophetic imagination into fiction, which is itself a prophetic move — the decision to let truth arrive by the route that doctrine cannot always travel. The novella finds the sacred in the places institutional religion has decided the sacred cannot be, and it does so with the particular kind of laughter that has always accompanied genuine prophetic speech, from Amos to Flannery O'Connor. The title alone is a declaration of prophetic intention: God is here too, whether the respectable church consents or not.

Toxic Masculinity extends the prophetic critique into the territory of Hood's own formation. He knows Wild at Heart from the inside. He was shaped by the world that book helped create. The prophetic accountability he brings to Eldredge is the hardest kind — the accounting that begins with the self, that refuses the convenient distance of the outside critic, and that names the damage precisely because it was personal damage, carried in a real body, belonging to real people.

The priestly office is different from the prophetic. The prophet speaks out. The priest turns in — toward the community, toward the suffering, toward the person in the room who needs someone to stand between them and the void. The priest mediates. The priest makes the sacred present in the particular. The priest shows up and stays.

Tales from the Crypt: Verbatim from Clinical Pastoral Education is the most explicitly priestly document in this collection. These are verbatim accounts of actual pastoral encounters in hospitals, behavioral health units, and rooms where people have arrived at the outer edge of what they can survive alone. Hood writes them down exactly as they happened, without the flattering edits that professional reflection usually introduces. The priest is accountable to the actual — not to the encounter as it should have gone, not to the textbook response, but to what was actually said and felt and failed and somehow, sometimes, found. This is priestly ministry without the vestments or the safety of institutional distance.

The Gospel of Mary: A Modern Commentary performs the priestly function at the level of the tradition itself. Hood enters the ancient text not as an academic but as a minister — someone who needs this text to be true, who needs Mary's authority to be real, who has sat with enough silenced people to know exactly what it costs when a community's essential voices are suppressed for the convenience of those in power. The commentary mediates between a buried gospel and a present need. That is priestly work.

6 Days in Guatemala locates the priestly vocation in geography. Hood goes to a place where the church failed catastrophically — where evangelical Christianity made its peace with a government that was systematically exterminating the Mayan people — and he goes as a minister, as someone whose presence is itself a form of accountability. The journal is a record of what it means to be a priest in a place where the priesthood has already made its worst bargain. He walks the same streets and asks what faithfulness looks like now.

The witness occupies a different position from both prophet and priest. The prophet speaks to the community from outside its comfortable consensus. The priest ministers within the community to its most vulnerable members. The witness simply testifies to what was actually there — not what should have been there, not what the community's preferred narrative would have placed there, but what was actually present in the room when the room was at its most unmanageable.

Out of My Head: Freed Thoughts is the purest act of witness in the collection. It is a ten-minute late-night recording, unparagraphed, unedited, the mind running without the management of craft or professional frame. What emerges is a theology that could not have been produced by deliberate composition — a testimony to the actual interior of a life given over to this vocation, with all its fear and its hunger and its exhausted hope and its insistence on returning to the table again. Read it as the underground river that all the other books draw from. It is Hood as witness to himself, which is the hardest witnessing of all.

The Is of Is constructs a theology of witness. Hood's argument for tangibility — the insistence that any theology worth the name must remain in contact with the actual rather than ascending into comfortable abstraction — is itself a theology of what the witness does. The witness does not interpret before seeing. The witness does not tidy the room before describing it. The witness stays in the room, holds what the room contains, and reports. Is of Is is the philosophical foundation for everything else in this collection.

Science Fiction Theology performs witness in the imaginative register, using speculative fiction to testify to the shape of what coercion does to faith, what compulsion does to salvation, what invisible chains look like when you finally try to name them. The genre allows Hood to witness to the structural — to testify about systems that are too large to see clearly in their immediate form but become visible when you move them to another world.

The Complicated Legacy of Cesar Chavez brings the witness function to historical and ethical inquiry. The paper is a refusal to accept hagiography as a substitute for honest reckoning. Chavez deserves the full engagement of a witness — someone who will look at the whole record, including the parts that complicate the icon, and testify to what is actually there. The witness's accountability to the actual is ultimately what makes this an act of respect rather than diminishment.

Prophet, priest, witness — these are not roles Hood cycles between. They are simultaneous. The prophetic speech is always grounded in priestly presence. The priestly ministry is always accountable to the witness's obligation to the actual. The witness testifies to what the prophet named and the priest stayed to hold.

Together, they make a public theologian. Not a theologian who happens to be public, but one whose theology is constituted by the public — by the rooms and the streets and the death chambers and the post-genocide countries and the hospital wards at three in the morning, where the actual is so undeniable that only dishonest theology can avoid it.

These eleven books are the record of that constitution. Read them as one continuous act of public theology. Read them as the work of a prophet who speaks, a priest who stays, and a witness who will not look away.

That is the whole of it.

That is Jeff Hood.

— The Editors
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Jeff Hood

2013

On This Book

The year is 2013. Jeff Hood is in the early years of a ministry that has already begun to take him into rooms where most ordained clergy do not go. He has been in hospitals. He has been in prisons. He has sat with people who were told by their pastors that their suffering was a spiritual failure, that their poverty was a sign of insufficient faith, that God's blessing could be unlocked if they would only give more generously to the church that was already taking what little they had.

He is angry. This book is the record of that anger, shaped by discipline into argument.

The Prosperity Gospel & Malpractice is the first major act of prophetic naming in this collection, and it establishes a standard that runs through everything Hood will write afterward: the criterion for theological adequacy is not doctrinal coherence but actual consequence. What does this teaching do to the people who receive it? What does it cost them? What does it take from them that cannot be returned?

Hood's answer is unsparing. The prosperity gospel — the teaching that financial blessing is the reward of sufficient faith, that suffering indicates spiritual deficiency, that God operates as a kind of cosmic vending machine responsive to the right combination of belief and donation — is not merely wrong. It is harmful in the specific, documentable, clinical sense that the word "malpractice" implies. It is a treatment that damages the patient. It is a prescription written by someone who either does not know or does not care what the medicine does to the body that receives it.

The argument proceeds with the rigor of someone who knows the tradition he is critiquing from the inside. Hood is not an outsider lobbing criticism from a safe distance. He grew up in American evangelical Christianity. He knows what prosperity theology sounds like from the pew. He knows the seductive logic of it — the way it promises agency to people who have been denied agency, the way it offers the comfort of explanation to people whose suffering otherwise makes no sense. He understands the appeal, and he dismantles it anyway, because understanding why something is appealing does not exempt it from accountability for the harm it does.

What makes this book more than polemic is Hood's insistence on grounding the argument in actual scripture. He is not anti-biblical. He is hyper-biblical — committed to what the text actually says against what interested interpreters have made it say. The God of the Exodus does not bless the wealthy. The Christ of the Gospels is consistently, almost obsessively, on the side of the poor. The prosperity gospel requires a selective reading so aggressive it amounts to a different book.

This is the opening salvo of a vocation. The prophet has found his voice. He will not put it down.

THE PROSPERITY GOSPEL

& MALPRACTICE

A Theological F*ckery

––––––––
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Chapter I

Introduction

What happens after certainty? Reality dissipates and something more still seems to be out there. Metaphysics deals with what's next. The subject begins with the idea that we are unbelievably more capable than we can ever know. We are life beyond life. Metaphysics is about daring to go beyond what we can prove. Always believing that there is something more. Knowing that we can change our own reality by reaching further and faster.

Philosophers have long claimed a monopoly on metaphysical thought. Seeking to answer fundamental questions, the philosopher often missed the fundamental nature of simply being. For philosophy, it seems that something got stuck in answers that failed to understand mysterious nature of sitting with the question. Into such a void, evolved modern metaphysical thought. Ruminating in the questions, the modern metaphysical thinker journeys through introspection to a place of answers beyond answers...the self beyond the self. There is tremendous life to be found here. The mind becomes a vehicle...a means of transport for the soul. In embracing what could be, one is able to go beyond what is.

The earliest metaphysician believed in the divine within. The supernatural becomes possible through a right belief and practice of the natural. Modernity has not changed the possibilities. Perhaps, it has increased our skepticism. But, skepticism has never hindered the work of God. Divinity within creates an explosion of possibilities without. In the midst of it all, the age-old questions remain. Who am I? What am I? Where have I been? Where am I going? Though there is beauty in pondering the countless answers to these questions, the brilliance of possibilities can create space where abuse becomes possible, if not likely.

Not everything or everyone that claims to be spiritual is. Evil remains. Metaphysics is not immune to abusive teachings or teachers. In fact, claims of individual divinity create room for everybody to think that they can do whatever they want and call it divine. Nowhere is this more apparent than in metaphysical notions of financial prosperity.

The purpose of this engagement with history, scripture and social justice is to describe common metaphysical prosperity thinking, illustrate how such teaching runs contrary to the teachings of Jesus and provide evidence of the violent consequences such prosperity thinking can have—like contempt for the poor, general lack of empathy, false measurements of success, ravenous selfishness, blessed greed, warped understandings of God and a whole host of other violent manifestations of the self in society.

Chapter II

Prosperity Teaching / Theological F*ckery

Phineas Quimby

Life grew hotter and hotter. In the midst of all the banging and clanging, Phineas Quimby could barely think. Often, Quimby retreated from his father’s blacksmith shop and sought refuge in his own mind. In the midst of such escape, Quimby realized that he was growing sick. The doctor called it tuberculosis and prescribed him medicine that nearly killed him. “Enough is enough!” Quimby was done. He knew that he knew more than the physician. Once again, Quimby retreated into his mind. A cure met him somewhere beyond what others thought possible. From there, Quimby set out to teach others how to do the same thing. The mind was his salvation and could be for others as well. This was the beginning of modern metaphysical thought. This was the beginning of mind over matter as gospel.

“...all of our unhappiness arises from our belief...”

— Phineas Quimby

Quimby, Phineas. “Religion and Science.” Phineas Parkhurst Quimby Resource Center.

Referred to by many as the founder of modern Metaphysics, Phineas Quimby’s teachings were centered on the idea that there is no greater medicine than the divine within. The mind is at the center of such teaching. Healing is possible through right thinking. If you are unhappy with where you are, think yourself to a better place. If you are sick, think yourself well. Quimby believed in the power of the mind...not necessarily in and of itself...but because he believed that to be where God most fully proved manifest. As he set out to take his teachings to the world, he encountered all sorts of questions...some he’d thought of and some he hadn’t. Prosperity became a tricky area.

“...money is not wisdom...”

— Phineas Quimby

Quimby, Phineas. “Death III.” Phineas Parkhurst Quimby.

You do not have to declare what something is not until someone has said what something is. Phineas Quimby began his metaphysical work with a focus on mental and physical health. Then, people started asking about other things...namely, money. Regardless, Quimby had to answer the inevitable questions of history. Can riches make a life? Does money buy happiness? Is money the root of all evil? Ultimately, Quimby arrived at the conclusion that money is not wisdom...but wisdom makes money. Prosperity is a result of wisdom. In 1863...as the economic despair brought on by the Civil War raged...Quimby said as much to his patients. These words are the foundational metaphysical thoughts concerning money.

What I Impart to My Patients, 1863

“The question is often asked me ‘Do you impart anything to your patients when you talk?’ I answer, ‘I do.’ And I will try and make you understand how... Suppose you are purchasing goods, and in your hurry, you lose your wallet containing all your money. You do not miss it, until you go to pay your bills, and then you find that you have lost your cash. Now the shock excites your system (or mind), just according to the amount you are disturbed... At last, you let your trouble be known to some person, and you begin to look for the money. You cannot find it, and borrow the money to pay the person assisting you. This adds to the trouble, and at last you take to your bed and send for a physician... I know nothing of his trouble, but I have found a pocketbook containing $10,000 and am going to advertise it. At the sight of the pocketbook, he starts and says, ‘That is mine.’ The shock changes the mind, and the cure is made. Now, who imparted the cure? The $10,000 I gave him?”

Quimby, Phineas. “Religion and Science.” Phineas Parkhurst Quimby Resource Center.

Phineas Quimby believed that the mind was the source of all disease. The money was not the problem. The mind was. However, Quimby makes it clear that the recovery of the money has ramifications on the mind. For him, the pursuit or recovery of money with the right mindset is not a negative thing. Disease exists in the mind...the coveting of something...not in the hand or in the pocketbook. Therefore, the mind is the root of all evil...not money. In turn, the father of modern metaphysics creates a space where money can be desired and pursued zealously with the right mindset. The problem with such this juxtaposition is the question of mindset. Should one’s mindset be financial prosperity for all or just the self? The insular nature of modern metaphysics contributes to an insular understanding of financial prosperity...and it began with Quimby...and continued.

Mary Baker Eddy

Though Mary Baker Eddy later tried to distance herself from Phineas Quimby, there is no question that something very powerful happened when they met. Here were two people who had the financial resources to spend their days seeking to encapsulate the nature of believing in mind over matter and how it relates to everyday living. Regularly incomed people could not have spent years like this. Though their predecessors tried to separate them, their work is inseparable. Which is why they had similar beliefs about financial prosperity.

“Health is not a condition of matter, but of Mind.”

— Mary Baker Eddy

Eddy, Mary Baker. Science and Health. Google Books.

What is health? It seems that both Quimby and Eddy would argue that health is about transcendence. Pushing through the limitations of the world for something greater. When the mind is free then the entire person is free. Health is about one’s comfort beyond the limits of what one thinks is possible. Prosperity is to be grasped for with all one’s might. In Eddy’s conversations with Quimby, there is no doubt that financial prosperity came up. Both came to early conclusions that financial health was an integral part of health in general. But... Who determines how much is enough? The more success that Eddy had in business...the more that enough seemed to get bigger and bigger. When the mind gets to determine what is health, it is easy for the definition of health to expand. As she moved on from Quimby and began to market her ideas, Eddy became wealthy beyond her wildest imagination. Metaphysical ideas of relentlessly blessing the pursuit of financial prosperity begin here.

“Science and Health presents an opportunity to acquire a profession by which you can acquire a fortune.”

"Future of Christian Science." The Presbyterian Banner. June 1908.

Rich folk don’t have to acquire a profession to get rich...they’re already there. By the time that Mary Baker Eddy was advertising her book as a resource to get rich, she was well on her way to riches herself. While many accounts have called her a wildly successful businesswoman, one cannot look past the fact that she got rich promising others health and riches that she was never able to deliver. It is in Eddy that New Thought thinking moved toward a fully corrupted understanding of prosperity. Mind over matter became money over others. The Christian Science Movement quickly became one of the fastest growing religious movements of its time. Unfortunately, Eddy’s focus on the mind seemed to neglect the soul. One can have all the money in the world and still lose their soul. Furthermore, the denial that Eddy demanded of others...she didn’t demand of herself. In the future this would not be an uncommon phenomenon amongst other New Thought thinkers.

“[G]rasping, sordid, penurious, famishing for everything she sees—money, power, glory—vain, untruthful, jealous, despotic, arrogant, insolent, pitiless...illiterate, shallow, incapable of reasoning outside of commercial lines, immeasurably selfish.”

— Mark Twain

Twain, Mark. The Writings of Mark Twain: Christian Science. 1907, pg. 208.

The fairness of words depends on the fairness of the hearer. Many were hailing Mary Baker Eddy a messiah of sorts. Few had ever heard of the mind being such a regenerative religious component. Historically, when people had talked about the Christian religion the focus was on the soul. While it was helpful to move spiritual conversation in a more holistic direction, Eddy ultimately made sure the direction always circled back to her...and her pocketbook. One should always be skeptical when another gets rich off of religion. Such teacher’s ideas of prosperity are for them to keep getting rich while you are supposedly learning how. Misplaced notions of financial prosperity are the single greatest impediment to New Thought teachings for followers of Jesus. By ignoring what true religion is...

“Religion that God accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”

James 1:27

New International Reader’s Version. International Bible Society, 1996.

Pollution destroys that which is good. There is nothing wrong with encouraging people to spiritually develop their minds...but there is something very wrong with teaching that financial prosperity should follow such development. The orphans and widows get thrown out the window...and ultimately the world does too. Eddy started a trend of pollution that continues to this day...choking the life out of healthy ideas of spiritual prosperity.

Charles & Myrtle Fillmore

“You do not have a problem except the one that is in your own mind, and you put it there!”

— Myrtle Fillmore

Fillmore, Myrtle. AZ Quotes.

In their minds, they knew each other before they ever met. That is where they fell in love. That is where they were healed. That is where they came to know. They were not soul mates. Such an abstraction was too simple for them. They were something much more eternal...mind mates. Through the teachings of Mary Baker Eddy and others, Charles and Myrtle Fillmore had been brought to this moment. Together, they would expand upon what they’d been taught and take to the world the power of New Thought teachings of sin and redemption...you put the garbage in and you can take the garbage out. You are both the sinner and the healer...all in your own mind. Prosperity could be yours if you can think it.

Slowly, his mind slipped away. Neurological disease had taken its toll. The end seemed near. Rational thoughts were becoming so difficult to come by. In time, his mind was completely gone. Desperate to help, a friend took him to Myrtle Fillmore. Upon their arrival, Fillmore told him that his health problems originated in his mind and that they could be solved through the mind. Unfortunately, his diminished mental capacity inhibited him from thinking about anything. Fillmore had no idea what to do when the mind was deficient. What happens with New Thought type ideas when their ability to have rational thought is gone?

On the street, a homeless man asked Myrtle Fillmore for money. Instead of assisting the man, Fillmore told him that the problem was in his mind. Immediately, his response made it clear that he was mentally ill and unable to use his mind in a healthy way. What happens to him? Is he simply left to die...because his mind is different?

“It is a sin to be poor.”

— Charles Fillmore

Fillmore, Charles. “Prosperity: Spiritual Secrets to an Abundant Life.” Courier Corporation, pg. 60.

Walking downtown, Charles Fillmore is stopped by a beggar. Instead of helping him, Fillmore simply says, “It is a sin to be poor” and walks off.

A struggling family calls Charles Fillmore for help. Instead of helping, Fillmore simply says, “It is a sin to be poor.”

After a woman was badly beaten by her husband, she begs Charles Fillmore for help. Instead of helping, Fillmore tells her, “It is a sin to be poor.”

The stories are endless. The consequences are too. When the mind is the source of all things good and evil, it is very easy to blame the individual for the challenges that they face. All of a sudden, environmental factors don’t matter...and injustice is something that can be thought away. Such thinking is evil. There is nothing evil about being poor. If anything, there is something evil about being rich. The teachings of Charles and Myrtle Fillmore fall into a traditional fallacy of New Thought thinking...centering everything on the mind of the individual and forgetting that there are all kinds of other minds out there. People are poor because of the evil minds of others, not because their own mind isn’t being used properly. Financial prosperity again seems to be the Achilles Heel of New Thought thinking or lack thereof.

“We cannot say Unity was a leader in social justice... Unity had some catching up to do.”

— Tom Thorpe, Professor of Spiritual Education and Enrichment

Page, Eric. “Archive Letter Sheds Light on Social Change Within Unity.” Unity. 2013.

Unity, the denomination and movement that Charles and Myrtle Fillmore founded, was on shaky ground from the very beginning. The problem was that their theology started in their heads and not in their hearts. It is easy to dismiss social injustice as a deformity of the mind...it is harder to consider that your mind might be responsible for the injustices that plague others. A heart for the marginalized and oppressed was not part of the Fillmore’s theology. The only thing that they were thinking about was helping people achieve prosperity...particularly financial prosperity. Unity wasn’t a leader in social justice because its founders didn’t have the theological foresight to let it be. Money is not a theology. Though the Fillmores had countless students, none took their message further or wider than Norman Vincent Peale.

Norman Vincent Peale

Financial stress may affect you year round, but tax season can really throw you for a loop. Sure, you may get a decent return, but will you be able to save it? Everyday costs are taking away from our vacation funds and extra activities. Gas prices and groceries climb at an alarming rate. Spring is also the season for real estate, mortgage foreclosures, and with credit tightening, buying a house or a car could become even more difficult. No need to panic. Just follow these steps:

1. Believe that for every problem there is a solution.

2. Keep calm. Tension blocks the flow of thought power. Your brain cannot operate efficiently under stress.

3. Don’t try to force an answer. Keep your mind relaxed so that the solution will open up and become clear.

4. Assemble all the facts impartially, impersonally, and judicially.

5. List these facts on paper. The problem becomes objective, not subjective.

6. Pray about your problem, affirming that God will flash illumination into your mind.

7. Believe in and seek God’s guidance.

8. Trust in the faculty of insight and intuition.

9. Go to church and let your subconscious work on the problem.

10. If you follow these steps faithfully, then the answer that develops in your mind, or comes to pass, is the right answer to your problem.

Peale, Norman Vincent. “Optimistic Thinking Cures Money Woes.” Guideposts. April 2008.

In the blossoming age of mass communication, Norman Vincent Peale might have been the greatest of them all. Millions upon millions read his books and heard his words. Despite his reach, there was nothing incredibly complex about his teachings. Repeatedly, Peale just reminds his reader to remain positive. In classic New Thought fashion, anything and everything can be accomplished through the mind. Peale writes with such clarity, that it is easy to assume that his teachings are faultless. In the passage, nothing separates the reader from financial prosperity other than positive thinking. External factors are ignored as Peale champions the brain as the vehicle of success. In the midst of all of this positivity, much of the poor, disabled, marginalized and oppressed are left on the outside looking in...unable to think...working too much to survive...enslaved by socioeconomic oppressions. For many, Peale was just another capitalist preacher getting rich off the backs of the poor. Simplicity or success does not equal righteousness. Financial prosperity can often be evil. I wish that Peale could have said it that plain. Positive thinking is not necessarily righteous thinking.

Norman Vincent Peale created room for an entirely different world of thinkers. New thought or positivity thinking ushered in a new wave of prominent prosperity preachers. One of the primary reasons for such a development is that they made prosperity thinking palatable to a much wider audience...in turn, there were many more people ready to be proselytized. By the time Rev. Ike took up the mantle of New Thought prosperity thinking, people didn’t just want positive or prosperous...they wanted to be rich...filthy rich.

Rev. Ike

“The best thing you can do for the poor is not to be one of them.”

— Rev. Ike

Riley, Clayton. “The golden gospel of Reverend Ike.” The New York Times, 9 March 1975.

In the spirit of Charles Fillmore’s “It is a sin to be poor,” Rev. Ike denigrated poor people in order to encourage his followers to pursue wealth. Ike filled arenas with the promises of riches that never came. The only person that seemed to accumulate riches in the midst of it all was Ike. Down through the decades, New Thought prosperity thinking had created an almost singular focus on financial prosperity. For most people, prosperity means money. Nobody should be surprised that this is where prosperity thinking ended up.

“Money is God in action.”

— Rev. Ike

Armstrong, John H. “Rev. Ike & The Prosperity Gospel.” John Armstrong. 28 August 2009.

By locating God in the mind and not the heart, New Thought thinkers created space for people to create God in the image of what they desired the most. Predictably, money became God. What happens when the money isn’t there? Does one become an atheist? If the mind is the home of God...does one cease existence? For much of theological history...love is considered to be God in action...money seems to be something else in action.

“I love money and money loves me.”

— Rev. Ike

Rev. Ike. AZ Quotes.

Can money sacrifice? Can money offer affection? Can money make love? Can money offer friendship? Can money offer grace? Can money respond to the love of another? Can money offer an interpersonal relationship of any kind? These are important questions that must be asked of any New Thought thinking that grants spiritual authority to money or financial prosperity.
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Rev. Ike’s Ten Commandments of Money
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I. Thou shalt not think that money is evil.

II. Thou shalt not speak evil of money. Thou shalt not say money is hard to get or to hold. Money has ears and will flee from thee.

III. Thou shalt do right about money.

IV. Thou shalt give right about money.

V. Thou shalt not serve money, rather, money shalt serve thee.

VI. Thou shalt be aware that money loves thee, money loves to fill thy hands and pockets.

VII. Thou shalt not fear money, that it will corrupt thee. ‘Only the corruptible can be corrupted.’ If thy religion cannot stand money, then thy religion is bad—not money.

VIII. Thou shalt not deny money. If thou deny money, money will deny thee. Never say, ‘I don’t have any money,’ even if you don’t.

IX. Thou shalt see to it that thy money makes money. Money shall work for thee.

X. Thou shalt not seek ‘something for nothing.’ However, thou shalt make the most of the money.

Rev. Ike. “Rev. Ike’s Ten Commandments of Money.” Science of Living Online.

Rev. Ike’s Ten Commandments of Money are directly derived from New Thought thinking on financial prosperity. Every line seems to up the stakes of just how important money is. In fact, it would seem that for Ike, money is God. This should come as no shock. Ike is taking New Thought teachings to their logical conclusion. If you exchange the word money with the word I...it becomes very clear that these commandments are the same as the New Thought focus on the self. Ideas of financial prosperity come from the I.
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The Ten Commandments of I
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I. Thou shalt not think that I is evil.

II. Thou shalt not speak evil of I. Thou shalt not say I is hard to get or to hold. I has ears and will flee from thee.

III. Thou shalt do right about I.

IV. Thou shalt give right about I.

V. Thou shalt not serve I, rather, I shalt serve thee.

VI. Thou shalt be aware that I loves thee, I loves to fill thy hands and pockets.

VII. Thou shalt not fear I, that it will corrupt thee. ‘Only the corruptible can be corrupted.’ If thy religion cannot stand I, then thy religion is bad—not I.

VIII. Thou shalt not deny I. If thou deny I, I will deny thee. Never say, ‘I don’t have any I,’ even if you don’t.

IX. Thou shalt see to it that thy I makes I. I shall work for thee.

X. Thou shalt not seek ‘something for nothing.’ However, thou shalt make the most of the I.

In the following decades, dozens of teachers made financial prosperity the chief end of spirituality. Beginning with Quimby, teacher after teacher illustrates what an unchecked focus on financial prosperity can turn into. Money clouds the mind and becomes everything. There is nothing new about such thought...in fact it is as old as memory. Everyone is concerned about “The I.”

“I started out by believing God for a newer car than the one I was driving. I started out believing God for a nicer apartment than I had. Then I moved up.”

— Jim Bakker

FitzGerald, Frances. The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Shape America. Simon & Schuster: New York, 2017.

“...you can’t manage that today, this dope-filled world, and get in a long tube with a bunch of demons, and it’s deadly... this new plane is a sanctuary.”

— Kenneth Copeland

Mehta, Hemant. “Listen to Two Christian Pastors Defending Their Multimillion-Dollar Private Jets.” Friendly Atheist. 31 December 2015.

“I’ve heard people say that it’s not about money, it’s about peace and it’s about love... no, IT’S ABOUT MONEY!”

— Creflo Dollar

Dollar, Creflo. “It’s About Money.” YouTube.

“When you sow a First Fruits Offering of $75 or more, I will rush to you the book, the devotional and also a Paula White 2018 wall calendar! Track throughout the entire year prioritizing God with me!”

— Paula White

Macintyre, James. “Trump adviser Paula White says send money to her for blessings—or face divine consequences.” Christian Today. 10 January 2018.

Over the last few decades, televangelism has exploded. No matter what time of day, you can find someone screaming about financial prosperity in the media. Such thinking has become a poison that continues to choke the life out of the faithful. Money is not God. God is God. So when New Thought teachers continue to discuss financial prosperity...it is very easy to see them as modern Phineas Quimbys...leading generations astray.

Chapter III

Scriptures

“He sat down opposite the treasury and observed how the crowd put money into the treasury. Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow also came and put in two small coins worth a few cents. Calling his disciples to himself, he said to them, ‘Amen, I say to you, this poor widow put in more than all the other contributors to the treasury. For they have all contributed from their surplus wealth, but she, from her poverty, has contributed all she had, her whole livelihood.’”

Mark 12:41–44

New American Bible, Revised Edition.

The room filled to capacity. Music blasted off the walls. The New Thought pastor ran up to the pulpit like a king. The hour had arrived. Now, was the time to raise up the offering. The plates were forcefully passed around. I couldn’t help but notice the rough looking woman across the aisle. Her clothes didn’t fit. Her hair was greasy. She rocked back and forth. Her face gave expression to her sadness. When it came time for her to give her offering, she dropped her most valuable possession into the plate...an old wristwatch. Expecting much more, the usher asked if that was it. When she nodded her head, he laughed at her and moved on. After the offering was collected, the pastor led the congregation in the time of blessing. “Financial prosperity is a sign of God’s full presence in your life!” Calling up the top givers in the church, the pastor gave them an anointing. Courageously, the woman decided to ask for the anointing as well. When she arrived down front, the pastor rebuked her and declared, “Without financial prosperity, one does not know God.” Devastated, the woman left completely broken. Once again, money had perverted the beauty of New Thought teachings.

I’d read all of her books. Metaphysics had no greater champion as far as I was concerned. After being told that everybody was welcome to her conference, we decided to give one of our tickets to a friend of ours that was struggling financially. The entire conference was very positive until the very end. We were told that financial prosperity was the key to experiencing our God-mind. Instead of telling us how to achieve financial prosperity, we were pointed to a table filled with her financial prosperity guide and encouraged to buy one if we wanted to move forward. We didn’t have enough money to buy everybody one. When our friend asked for a free copy due to her financial situation, the speaker declared, “You obviously aren’t prosperous enough yet to even begin the journey.”

“If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me...” When he heard this, he became very sad, because he was very wealthy. Jesus looked at him and said, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven! Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 19:21–22

Berean Study Bible. 2019.

In the distance, I saw one of the great preachers of our age. Every thread was tailored to perfection. Jewels adorned every finger. Fur dropped from his shoulders. Money seemed to aimlessly fall from his pockets. A vast entourage ministered to his every step. The entire situation made me fearful. Regardless, I stepped forward and said, “Do you want to know the way of God?” Laughing, the preacher responded, “What is the way of life?” Remembering the scripture, I replied, “Jesus has asked us to sell everything that we have and follow him.” Recognizing the truth in such words... The preacher fled quickly...because he was very rich.

“Financial prosperity is mine!” “Financial prosperity is mine!” “Financial prosperity is mine!” The enlightened leader had us saying it over and over again. Eventually, I felt myself going into somewhat of a trance. Somewhere between confusion and hope. I began to hear a voice, “Remember that camel?” I realized that the more I yearned for wealth the further I was traveling away from God. Prosperity had always been about loving God and my neighbor...that’s where enlightenment resided for me. When I left, I was supposed to be residing in the God within me...I had no doubt that I was.

And Jesus went into the temple of God, and cast out all them that sold and bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the money changers, and the seats of them that sold doves, and said unto them, It is written, My house shall be called the house of prayer; but ye have made it a den of thieves.

Matthew 21:12–13

Bible, King James Version. 1611.

What does a pastor need with a private jet? I attended the service to be able to ask that very question. Everything was about him. He was Jesus. He was God. He was anything and everything anyone could want him to be...as long as there was cash involved. The offering was like a shakedown. The ushers kept on asking if we had anything else to give. The longer the whole charade continued the angrier I got. By the end of the service, I just wanted to get out of there. Then, the pastor announced that he had to travel on his new jet for the Lord’s work. As he traveled to the runway across the property, zeal for God overtook me. I outran the security and everyone else. When I got to the plane, I started to destroy it as best I could. By the time I was done, it was unflyable. As I was being dragged off, I declared, “This is the day of God’s salvation!”

We were taken to a remote place. We all came seeking the same thing...financial prosperity. Whatever you want to call it, we wanted to be more successful in the acquisition of money. The retreat wasn’t cheap, but we all knew it would be worth it. After days of study, we reached the apex of our time...the sweat lodge...where we were to visualize our prosperous future. After continuous pontifications from our teacher, things got out of hand. Instead of financial enlightenment, people started collapsing. Eventually, someone started shredding the thing up and pulling people out. The financial teaching came at a great cost...some people tried to hang on so long that it killed them. I guess you could say that they wanted to die in the pursuit of prosperity.

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his glorious throne. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats... ‘For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me’... ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me’... Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”

Matthew 25:31–46

Bible, New International Version.

“For I was hungry and you gave me money, I was thirsty and you gave me money, I was a stranger and you gave me money, I needed clothes and you gave me money, I was sick and you gave me money, I was in prison and you gave me money.”

“For I was hungry and you talked about financial prosperity, I was thirsty and you talked about financial prosperity, I was a stranger and you talked about financial prosperity, I needed clothes and you talked about financial prosperity, I was sick and you talked about financial prosperity, I was in prison and you talked about financial prosperity.”
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But it turned out to be nothing...
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“For I was hungry and you gave me nothing, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing, I was a stranger and you gave me nothing, I needed clothes and you gave me nothing, I was sick and in prison and you gave me nothing.’”

Those who spend their time preaching financial prosperity as salvation or enlightenment will eventually get from God what they give the people of God...nothing.

Chapter IV

Violent Consequences

Love Your Neighbor

Greed

“Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.”

Luke 12:15

Bible, New International Version.

Not too long ago, I heard a New Thought teacher proclaim, “GET WEALTHY! But of course don’t be greedy about it...” Such a declaration is absolutely absurd. Such a statement is akin to telling an alcoholic they can have a little to drink. These oxymoronic statements prey on the worldly urges of people and turn them into the epitome of greed. Selfishness becomes a way of life. How can anyone love their neighbor when all they care about is getting “mine?” They can’t. Such a deficit of love always leads to violence.

Have you ever wanted something so bad that you would kill for it? The pursuit of money can very quickly take someone down this path. In the scheme of financial prosperity, status is all about what you can get. In the late 1980s, there was no greater get than Michael Jordan namesake sneakers. Retailers couldn’t keep the shoes on their shelves. When resources get scarce, greed takes over. Violence is never too far behind. In numerous cities, people killed each other to get their hands on a pair of Air Jordans. There was so much violence over these shoes that schools and businesses started banning them. This is not an isolated occurrence. Every year, we see people subjected to deadly violence around the Christmas shopping season. Fights. Shots. Blood. Death. You can’t tell people to ravenously seek financial prosperity and not expect them to do everything in their power to get it. Greed has a way of changing us. These are some of the personal and micro consequences of telling people to get theirs...but what happens when the stakes get much higher?

“Capitalism is the ideal system to create good out of the most human of instincts...greed.” While I don’t remember where I heard such words, I do know that they’ve never left me. Religions or practices or spiritualities or thoughts that encourage the pursuit of financial prosperity do so at a great cost. People are encouraged to buy into the notion that greed is good. Unfortunately, greed always comes at the cost of the other...capitalism is our instructor in such a regard. Clothing companies take advantage of cheap labor overseas. Retailers pay minimum wages to their workers. Corporations stop offering insurance. Prices continue to skyrocket. Jails for profit continue to fill. Destruction of the environment continues to devastate. The rich get richer and the poor get poorer. The history of financial prosperity seems to repeat over and over again. Greed will never be a principle that benefits us all. In addition to these consequences, greed destroys the soul of the greedy...because they spend all of their time hurting and even destroying others. The pursuit of financial prosperity will always be a violent enterprise both within and without.

On a macro level, greed is the chief motivator of war. You threaten what I have so I’m going to stop you. You took what I have and I’m going to get it back. I want what you have so I’m going to take it. The pursuit of financial prosperity leads to countless injuries and deaths. The pursuit of financial prosperity neglects the pursuit of subsistence for all. It seems to me that subsistence is the best place to start...anything else is greedy...or of the utmost violence.

Depression

When he heard this, he became very sad, because he was very wealthy.

Luke 18:23

Bible, New International Version.

Financial prosperity pushers consistently speak from a place where everybody has the chance to succeed. Unfortunately, I don’t know of such a place. Here in the real world...people don’t have enough to eat...people’s lives are ravaged by war...people fall victim to sexual violence...people are mistreated...marginalized...oppressed...and consistently enslaved to different types of poverty. This is not a place that people can simply escape from. Financial injustice is real and to engage it as if it can simply be overcome with right thinking is an act of violence. Depression is always going to overcome and choke out those who are repeatedly told that they can do something that is for all intents and purposes impossible. When I hear these prosperity teachers talk about getting personally prosperous, I am reminded of Jesus’ interaction with the rich young ruler. In the midst of a financial seminar of sorts, Jesus declared that the way to get financially or spiritually prosperous was to sell everything you have and give the proceeds to the poor. Jesus begins his teachings on financial prosperity with the least of these...not on how to become a most of these. Any other teaching is bound to bring about the violence of depression...for life and mental health can only come from sacrificing for others.

Death

“For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life.”

You work hard to get paid. You work hard to get your wages. Unfortunately, sometimes you don’t get the wages that you deserve...those who have achieved financial prosperity are interested in you working to keep them prosperous. Most exist to keep financial prosperity at the top. Such a system is violent at its core. The wages of the financially prosperous are death...but the gift of those who have had not...is the wealth of joy everlasting. Money can’t buy that shit.

To make it all very plain...

“No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.”
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