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DUST FROM STRINGS



Our Most Basic Quest










The desire begins with the first breath.


The moment life first dances in the body, a longing is born in the human heart.


A desire so simple and powerful that it drives a singular quest. This longing is baked into our being whether we want it or not. The longing is as innate to us as our thirst for water.


The object of our thirst goes by many names. Some call it love, others peace, others still joy or happiness. The list goes on. Regardless of the name we give it, the reality it points to is the same.


We search for it in all we do. We arrange nearly everything in our lives to quench that thirst. We look for it in our family and friends, in work and rest, in sex and marriage, in exercise and ice cream.


Some of us will look for it in the renunciation of these very things.


The objects of these pursuits present one problem. Whatever feeling they evoke, whatever thirst they quench, whatever joy they create, it never seems to last. Eventually, our husband’s gaze returns to his favorite glowing screen, our wife becomes cold and critical, our body fails us, the pay doesn’t match the hours, the sex ends, a loved one leaves, children act out, the bowl of ice cream is empty, and the buzz wears off.


Soon the hunger returns and the quest begins again.


The problem is not the pursuit of these things. They are meant to be enjoyed. The problem is the nature of these things. They are temporary, and therefore so is their effect.


Our joy will share the fate of the thing we bind it to.


And here we arrive at the central problem of this life—it doesn’t last.


Everyone and everything, everywhere eventually returns to the dust.


The slightest awareness of such an inconvenient fact charges our quest with even more urgency. We become bent on pursuing a peace that is permanent, unchanging, and eternal. A joy that is not susceptible to the weather, and stays with us beyond the grave.


This is where religion comes in. Every religion promises a solution to the problem of death and the crisis of meaning. Every religion claims to be the sole portal to that permanent peace or the pathway to life after death. Each offers scripture and teachers, doctrines and dogmas, rules and regulations, rituals and practices, music and architecture, all intended to give access to that lasting peace.


You can find members of that religion who will defend it, sometimes to the death (either their own or someone else’s). You can also find those disillusioned by that same religion who vehemently denounce it; it failed them, injured them, betrayed them, or let them down.


Today we have more religions than at any other time in human history, and more variations on those religions than ever before. Each variation offers a new razor-thin distinction, driven by the need to correct the failings of a previous iteration.


I am a Christian, and have been for twenty-five years. I’ve been a church leader for a decade. In these years of practicing and serving as a religious leader, I have come to believe that a big difference exists between the power and purpose of Jesus and the religion that bears his name. Christianity is a powerful aid to billions of people. While its history is riddled with abuses and dark deeds, on balance, I believe the world is better with it. This view is colored by the countless lives I have seen transformed because of it—my own included.


However, we must be careful not to confuse Christ with Christianity.


One is the river; the other sells water by the river. Christ is the river; the Christian religion attempts to package and provide access to water that is readily available to anyone at any time.


Often the merchant gets in the way of the water it wants to provide. Ironically, the religion that proclaims Jesus sometimes builds the biggest barriers to him.


By using the words “selling” and “merchant” I am not referring to the “prosperity gospel” or any other particular expression of Christianity. I am referring to Christianity as a whole, which serves as a gatekeeper for something that does not have or even need a gate.


My interest, however, is not in getting rid of the merchant. To do so would be like trying to get rid of the clouds in the sky. I am hardly a defender of religion, but this does not mean I am opposed to it. I recognize its value. For this reason, I do not advocate that we somehow become more spiritual but not religious. After all, Jesus was very religious by most standards, and he never once talked about “spirituality.”


Instead, my interest is in the water—the experience of deep joy, boundless love, and indestructible peace that Jesus promised. I want to remind us that the river was here before the merchant. The river is available with or without the merchant, it is here despite the current failings of the merchant, and it will be here long after this merchant is gone. While this river does not resist an intermediary, it doesn’t need one either.


This river gives water to all who are thirsty.
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The reason this river doesn’t need an intermediary is simple. As I intend to show in the pages that follow, Jesus tells us the river is already flowing within us right now. According to Jesus, nothing stands between it and us. The most overlooked aspect of the Good News is that we already have what we are looking for, and Jesus came to show us how to experience it.


The eternal life Jesus promised isn’t just something we must wait for until we die, and we don’t have to go searching for it on the top of some mountain, or in the renunciation of possessions, or in the pursuit of justice, or in the profession of certain beliefs and the denunciation of others. These methods are the currency of the merchant—religion. Nothing is wrong with them, but they are not requirements of the river. The river is only interested in our thirst and trust in the One who guides us to it.


It is possible to arrive at this conclusion through philosophical reasoning, biblical interpretation, and theological argument. However, such a conclusion would not mean very much. We must taste this water, not merely believe in it. It is an experience of the heart, not a thought in the mind.


While I will make use of these intellectual techniques in this book, my view is born first of a deeply personal encounter—an encounter not easily reduced to words. As a result, I write about it only briefly here.


I have had many moments, often in the darkest hours of my life, where something remarkable happened. A radiant joy at the center of my being opened like a rose, an overwhelming peace and bright bliss burned through my sorrow like a lamp in my chest. This experience has persisted many times regardless of the ups or downs of my life circumstances. Over time, these experiences have caused me to see the words of Jesus in an entirely new light. This experience of quenching a deep thirst from the inside is not unique to me; others know it too, and I believe it is a possibility for anyone who wants it.


I don’t always live there. I am tossed about as much as the next person, but because of these experiences I have come to realize that the river is real and I know someone who can lead me to it. Each day I get a little better at trusting it and choosing moment by moment to find my way to that Living Water where I can drink my fill.


I am convinced that this is the life Jesus promised—the experience of peace, joy, and love while we live, not just after we die.
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The world presents us with countless obstacles to Jesus and the life he promised. We are often and easily distracted from the river on the inside by the promise of things on the outside—our work, wealth, or relationships. When these things are going well, we don’t need the river, and when they are going badly, we become so focused on fixing our problems that we forget about the river. Equally problematic are the beliefs that we are taught to adopt that truncate our imagination of God and limit us. They can prevent us from accepting the gift God offers. Then there is the issue of fear. Fear is one of the great barriers to this river. It profoundly distorts our ability to see the gift as it really is.


Ironically, religious Christianity is often the purveyor of the very beliefs and fears that get in the way of the water.


Beliefs are an important part of any religion. What we believe matters, but not for the reasons we may assume. Our beliefs (or lack of beliefs) do not qualify or disqualify us from the river. Instead, they determine how clearly we will see the river, which is always running just beneath our noses. Some beliefs clear the way and give us high visibility, while others create a thick fog. The distance between the river and us never actually changes. What changes is how well we can see and accept it.
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I am convinced that many of the barriers to the water created by religious Christianity share a common source—the ways we have been told to understand and interpret the Bible.


The Bible contains sixty-six books, in dozens of literary genres, written by nearly as many authors, in multiple languages, over several thousand years. The Bible is not merely a book, but an extensive library capable of conveying wide and brilliant truths. The Bible is like a piano with a vast range of notes and capable of playing an endless array of songs.


In the last few centuries, Christian institutions have narrowed the range of notes it plays, resulting in a simple song easily learned and repeated. But through time, repetition makes any song, no matter how beautiful, lose its edge and interest.


The fresh becomes familiar and what was once powerful becomes predictable. Familiarity breeds predictability, and this leads to boredom.


Today, we are in danger of believing that nothing new can come from the pages of this ancient book.


But the notes that have been neglected are waiting to resound with songs that still surprise. Strings long silent are now eager to sing. This book is an effort to let sound these neglected notes, to strike the dust from those strings and let a new song rise.


A song big enough for a complex world.


A song that wakes the weary from their boredom and sleep.


A song resounding with the boundless, brilliant, and indestructible love of God.







BENDING LIGHT



The Lenses We Look Through










The new eyeglasses made my eighth-grade face moony and bookish. Adolescent insecurity said, There’s no way I need glasses. I can see just fine. That conviction disappeared the moment I donned my new frames. It’s a strange experience getting glasses for the first time. Before, trees from a distance were just puffy green clouds hovering over trunks. Glasses on: All of a sudden trees had leaves, objects had definition. The world changed instantly. Apart from my terribly unfortunate new look, this was quite thrilling.


A few years before that, the term “learning disability” was applied to my particular style of learning, or not learning. A handful of specialists were busy diagnosing and offering different treatments.


During one of my many assessments, a specialist had me read a paragraph out loud from a book, and would overlay different colored transparency sheets on top as I read—blue, brown, orange, green, red, and so on. With each new sheet I was to continue reading while she noted any changes. What she found is that when viewed through the blue tinted sheet, my reading would speed up and smooth out. From my perspective, colors like red and orange made the horizontal lines of text on the page practically vanish, leaving a sea of scrambled letters. Once the blue sheet was placed over the page, the horizontal lines would snap back in full relief.


It turns out that certain frequencies of light were causing my eye problems. The blue screen blocked the necessary frequencies, whereas the red and orange only amplified the wrong ones. It didn’t fix all the problems, but it helped. Eventually I was given blue-tinted glasses to help my reading—yay. (Needless to say, I wore them only in private. I have my dignity.)
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A lens is a simple technology. It either bends or blocks light. That’s it.


But lenses have another interesting feature. When working properly, a lens is invisible. It is not something we see, but something we see through. And it determines the way we see, what we see, and what we don’t.


No one comes to the Bible or life without a lens. Our lenses are mostly invisible to us, but they determine how we understand the Bible and the world around us.


A lens can be a set of assumptions or beliefs that we have. Sometimes it can be an emotion like fear or anger. When it comes to the Bible, religious authorities usually tell us which lenses we should use. We learn what to believe about the Bible as a way to help us understand how to read it. We are also taught what to be afraid of or angry about. And our unique “prescription” is comprised of multiple assumptions like the stacked lenses the eye doctor uses, each one bending or blocking light to help us see more clearly—or in some cases, less clearly.


My first set of biblical lenses was given to me in college. Lens #1: The Bible is the Word of God. Lens #2: The Bible is flat; no teaching or doctrine in the Bible is privileged above another. Lens #3: The Bible has no errors, historically, scientifically, or grammatically. Lens #4: The Bible is unified in its message. Lens #5: God doesn’t speak outside the Bible.


This is how I was taught to see the Bible. This set of lenses was given to me by authority figures I trusted and liked, so I assumed they were accurate. They were smarter than me and had done a lot more study on the subject. In time and through study, I learned something fascinating—some of these lenses are drawn from the Bible itself, but others are simply assumptions born of reason, theology, religion, tradition, experience, or observation. They were not infallible and were often chosen unconsciously. This understanding changed what I saw.


Authority figures also told me about other lenses that I shouldn’t look through, as they were dangerous and could distort my vision. Things like:






	The Bible is a collection of ancient literary works, like an archeological artifact.

	Some parts of the Bible should be read metaphorically, not literally.

	The Bible is a human document attempting to describe the Divine.

	The Bible contains many diverse messages.

	The Bible is just the first word. Not the final word.







While I appreciated their warnings, when I rebelled and tried some of these lenses on I started to see Jesus and faith in new, liberating depth. These and other lenses no longer scared me. They allowed me to explore more deeply, like turning a diamond to see its many facets. Some angles were more interesting, helpful, and revealing than others.


Our lenses—our assumptions, our way of seeing the world—shape the way we interpret the Bible and how we relate to God and those in the world around us.


When we see our lenses, we can evaluate them consciously. We can even begin to make decisions about them. We may encounter the limits of our lenses. Do they need to be cleaned? Do they distort too much? Do they need to be repaired or replaced? What would happen if we experimented with a different lens? Are there other lenses that may help us see something new, different, even better?


When I got glasses, the world didn’t change, only the way I saw it. I saw things more clearly. An examination of our lenses is not a process of changing the Bible, the world, or truth; it is a process of changing ourselves.


The most limited Bible interpreter is one who claims to have no lens.


Even Jesus, the son of God, made deliberate use of a lens.
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In Matthew 22:34–40, Jesus is talking with a group of very religious people: the Pharisees. They ask him a trick question.



Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”


Jesus replied: “ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”




The story says that the Pharisees were trying to test Jesus. Why is this a test? Because the only proper way to answer it is to say that every commandment is the greatest. God did not issue 613 “suggestions” or “ideas for living.” They were called “commandments” for a reason. They are meant to be taken seriously. So the only “correct” way to answer the question is to say that all the commandments are the greatest.


But that is not how Jesus answers. He says that some commandments are more important than others. Some commandments are primary and others are secondary. All of the law and the prophets are to be interpreted through the two greatest commandments, which are to love God and love your neighbor as yourself. These are the most important. The others are to be understood in light of these two.


The implications of what Jesus says here are enormous and often overlooked. He is actually showing us that he has a lens—a set of assumptions. He doesn’t see the Bible as flat: it has peaks and valleys, some parts that matter more than other parts. That doesn’t mean that the lesser ones are invalid; they just carry less weight.


In a Roman arch, all the stones depend upon one stone at the top called the keystone. It is shaped differently than the others, and it’s the most important stone in the construction. Without the keystone there is no arch, only a pile of blocks on the ground. Jesus teaches that certain parts of God’s Word carry a kind of keystone authority.


Love God and love your neighbor as yourself: these two form the keystone. Everything else in the Bible is secondary to these two commandments. It doesn’t mean that all we need is a keystone, but rather that this single stone holds the whole structure together.


This notion that Jesus elevates certain parts of scripture over others is an important one. It opens us to the possibility that while the whole Bible is God’s Word, some parts of God’s Word are to be given greater weight. If the Bible wasn’t flat for Jesus, it shouldn’t be for us either.


LENSES CHANGE


It’s a crisp late fall evening; I’m standing in the bleachers at a local sporting event. It’s cold, so I instinctively cup my hands around my mouth and blow into them. My breath delivers hot air and warms my hands.


Later I go to the concession to get a cup of coffee. I burn my mouth on the first sip. So I open the lid and blow on the coffee. My breath delivers cold air.


The exact same breath delivers both hot and cold air.


Yet the temperature of my breath has not changed. How is this possible? The answer is context. My breath did not change, but my environment did and when it did it altered both the purpose, power, and meaning of my breath.


The story of my breath is a way of describing what happens when our lenses change. Sometimes a lens changes because we begin to question it on our own rational grounds. Other times we adopt new lenses because a teacher convinces us to change them. But sometimes they change because the context or environment changes around us.


A dramatic or traumatic life experience is enough to crack a lens and replace it with a new one. A passage of scripture that once meant one thing to us changes, deepens, or expands because we have now had a new experience. This is how lenses function. It’s one of the reasons two people can view the exact same event, verse, or experience and come up with opposite or opposing conclusions.


A few years ago I was rocking my infant daughter back to sleep at 2 a.m. I had already been up for two hours and was almost falling asleep standing up. I was reminded of a documentary I’d seen on interrogation and torture techniques, in which they found that one of the most effective methods of torture was sleep deprivation: dull but incredibly debilitating.
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