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Praise for the first edition of God Is Stranger



‘God Is Stranger is written with both authority and sincerity. Krish Kandiah does not bludgeon his readers with Christianity but knocks quietly on the door. He deserves to be invited in – and heard.’


Mark Palmer, journalist


‘Krish Kandiah’s work with refugees and vulnerable children is inspirational. He and his wife Miriam model their teaching on Christian hospitality by welcoming adopted and foster children into their home. We have much to learn from their example.’


Nicky and Pippa Gumbel, Holy Trinity Brompton


‘Fearing strangers is, you might say, both normal and natural; it is an innate safety mechanism that keeps us protected from harm. In this profound and challenging book, Krish Kandiah calls us to think again about how we view strangers, reminding us of the many times that God appears in the Bible as a stranger in such a way that, time after time, turns the world upside down. Be warned, this book could seriously affect your view of yourself, of the world and of God – and I highly recommend it to you!’


Paula R. Gooder, Canon Chancellor of St Paul’s Cathedral


‘Has God become as familiar and forgettable as a fridge magnet? That’s the danger Krish Kandiah faces up to in this wonderfully readable and very challenging book. Bible stories come to life as Krish tells them afresh, richly illustrated with personal experience and social relevance, and in each case the living God turns up – strange, dangerous, and, like Aslan, not safe but good. Read it and be prepared, as he says, to “replace a simplistic, domesticated, anaemic, fridge magnet understanding of God with a more fierce, awe-inspiring and majestic God that is true to the Bible, and big enough for the whole of our lives”.’


Christopher J. H. Wright, Langham Partnership


‘An important and timely book from someone who lives out its message in the spheres of politics, church and (most important of all) his own family home.’


Pete Greig, 24-7 Prayer International


‘Dr Krish Kandiah is a voice for the voiceless – in his latest and perhaps most significant work, he stands with God who stands with the stranger.’


Rev. Simon Ponsonby, St Aldate’s Church, Oxford


‘This is powerful and profound, a deep engagement with the breadth and the depth of the Biblical text which will offer many insights and challenges to every reader.’


Dr Steve Holmes, School of Divinity at St Andrews University


‘You have no accidental people in your life. Whether family, friends, or total strangers everyone in your story is there by the providence of God. Christians, then, should be the last people crippled by fear of unexpected people or places. This book will help equip you to love the strangers around you, as Jesus does.’


Dr Russell Moore, Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention


‘In God Is Stranger, Krish Kandiah asks us to lean in to the passages of Scripture that challenge our perception of what it looks like when God shows up. As the global refugee crisis marches on, it is imperative for the church to embrace God’s heart for the aliens, outcasts, and exiles. This is a profoundly important book for such a time as this.’


Brian Fikkert, co-author of When Helping Hurts


‘In this xenophobic age of open vilification toward outsiders, Krish Kandiah presents us with the provocative idea that God often comes to us as a stranger. This is such an important book, reminding us that xenophobia is not only irrational, it is sinful. God’s concern is for the least, the lost, and the left out, and so should ours.’


Michael Frost, Morling College, Sydney


‘On my first meeting with Krish I knew that I met a man who doesn’t know any strangers. When I read books I am most impressed when they are an expression of the person who has written them. This is the case with this book. Every encounter with another person has the potential to change us and Krish helps us on our individual journeys to move towards that goal.’


Paul Manwaring, Bethel Church


‘If there’s ever such a thing as a timely book, God Is Stranger is it. In a world and culture today where fear is the dominant currency, Krish Kandiah invites us back to the Scriptures to tell us about a God who invites His people to choose faith, hope, and love over fear. Because of who God is, the Church is called to seek justice, love kindness, walk humbly, feed the poor, clothe the naked, speak up for the voiceless, welcome the refugee, embrace the orphans, fight for the rights of the vulnerable, and welcome the stranger. This is an important discipleship book!’


Rev. Eugene Cho, author of Overrated


‘Written with an extremely friendly style. God Is Stranger goes straight to the obvious and difficult questions and stays with them.’


Claire Foster-Gilbert, Westminster Abbey Institute
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Foreword



by The Right Reverend Dr Guli Francis-Dehqani, Bishop of Chelmsford


In a world increasingly shaped by fear of the outsider, God Is Stranger is both timely and unsettling. Krish Kandiah invites us to rediscover a truth that runs through the whole of Scripture but is often ignored or underestimated: that God consistently chooses to meet humanity not at the centre of power and privilege and certainty but at the margins – among migrants, exiles, refugees and strangers.


My own life has been shaped by this reality. I was born in Iran where my father, a convert from Islam, was the Anglican Bishop in Iran. After the Islamic Revolution in 1979 the small church experienced a wave of persecution, including an assassination attempt on my father which left my mother wounded. The following year, while my father was out of the country for meetings, my brother, Bahram, was murdered. My mother, elder sister and I joined my father abroad, expecting to return within weeks or months. That was not to be and so I found myself settling in the UK, initially as a refugee and later a British citizen, and have now been in exile for over forty-five years. So I know, from my own lived experience, what it means to be displaced, to be received as a stranger and to discover that God is often met most profoundly in exile rather than security. It was in the experience of welcome – and sometimes the absence of it – that my faith was formed and my vocation began to take shape. This is why I have long believed that how we treat the stranger is never a peripheral issue but one that lies at the very heart of the gospel.


This book speaks into this topic with particular clarity for our moment. At a time when displacement is framed as threat, borders are hardened, and hospitality is treated as naive or dangerous, Krish persuasively reminds us that the biblical story is fundamentally a story of movement, vulnerability and welcome. Through the better-known and lesser-known stories of the Bible, God is shown as one who reveals himself to the displaced and weaves them into his plan for the world.


What makes God Is Stranger so compelling is how it has been born out of both theological study and everyday practice. Krish writes not as a distant observer but as someone who has encountered God in the ordinary, demanding habit of welcoming strangers. He and his wife have fostered more than thirty children, three of whom have remained part of their immediate family for over a decade. In the past five years they have welcomed asylum seekers fleeing war – adults, families and unaccompanied children – to live with them. As Shared Lives carers they also welcome adults into their home through a scheme designed to offer family care to those who would otherwise struggle with daily living. These have not been mere guests in the Kandiahs’ home but have become part of their family, often staying for months or years.


Krish’s compassion grows directly out of his experience and his challenge to the Church, to recognise that hospitality is not an optional extra to faith but one of its clearest expressions, is profound and compelling.


This is not a sentimental book. It does not shy away from the cost, complexity or discomfort of welcoming the stranger. Instead, it calls the Church to a deeper faithfulness – one that resists fear, confronts injustice and bears witness to a God who is present precisely where we are most tempted to look away.


God Is Stranger is an invitation to recognise God’s presence in those the world excludes, and to discover that in welcoming the stranger, we may find ourselves welcomed into a fuller, more fulfilled and more Christ-shaped faith.


Guli Francis-Dehqani


Bishop of Chelmsford


January 2026












Introduction to the 2026 edition



The boat was sinking fast. The weight of those on board was too great for its tiny engine. It was simply not up to the task. Even in the darkness, every passenger could see that the flimsy craft, onto which they had put all their remaining hopes, was no match for the swirling sea. As mothers held their children tighter, and strangers reached out for one another, someone finally managed to get enough phone signal to make a distress call.


The French operator, sitting comfortably in her office in the middle of the night, promised them that help was on its way. Time passed. The boat took on more water, and still no one arrived. When the passengers called again, they were told that as they had now drifted into British waters, they needed to contact the English coastguard. Perhaps with two countries now aware of their plight, their chances of rescue had doubled – or so they hoped.


The next morning, on 24 November 2021, the bodies of twenty-seven people were found1. Each had trusted the smugglers’ promises that safety and a better future lay just one short journey away. If anyone climbing into the dinghy that night had had doubts, those doubts had been overwhelmed by sheer desperation. Now all those doubts and regrets, like all their hopes and dreams, were lost to the sea. Twenty-seven men, women and children had perished. The youngest, a girl from Iraq, was just seven years old.


God Is Stranger was originally published in the wake of a similar tragedy. Another small inflatable boat filled with refugees had capsized while trying to cross the Mediterranean Sea to Greece. Twelve people had lost their lives – including a two-year-old Syrian boy2. His washed-up body – dressed in a red T-shirt and blue shorts – was photographed lying facedown on a beach near the popular tourist destination of Bodrum, Turkey.


That image made front-page news and shocked the world. A small child, full of life and possibility, was reduced to a symbol of humanity at its worst. In his two short years, that boy had experienced conflict, war and displacement. He had fallen into the hands of unscrupulous people smugglers. He had fallen into the sea and drowned. His body had been washed up on the tide. His name was Alan Kurdi.


There was global outrage. People wrote on their social media feeds that never again must a child drown in what should be peaceful waters. But sympathies, like images, fade over time. In the decade since that front-page horror, thousands more children have died or disappeared on migration routes worldwide, many of them at sea. One of those was the seven-year-old girl from Iraq who died in the English Channel. We have not learned our lesson3.


Like the distress call that was passed between the two coastguards that night in November 2021, the issue of irregular migration is being treated as someone else’s problem, and as it is tossed between competing political and ideological camps, the human cost continues to rise. As it is weaponised for political gain, those who should be sending help instead stoke hostility. As it is buried under ever more complicated and costly bureaucracy, attention gets diverted from the strangers at its heart. And when that happens, we lose sight of God.


Across cultures, faiths and philosophies, human beings have always strained their eyes towards the horizon, searching for a sign that we are not just drifting through life, tossed around by forces beyond our control. We want to know that life is more than chaos, that suffering is not meaningless, that the cries of the desperate do not vanish unheard into the night. When those cries come from our own hearts and lips, we long to believe that someone is paying attention. And yet, if God exists, why would he choose to appear distant, invisible, out of reach? How can anyone know for sure that he is there, that he is listening, that he sees us, that he cares for us? Why does he leave room for people to doubt or deny his existence, to ignore him, to act with cruelty, or to flail through the dark waters of life without his help?


God Is Stranger explores these tough questions. It shows through story after story in the Bible how God chooses to put himself within reach. God is not hiding from us but hiding among us, allowing us to encounter him not in an overwhelming majestic display of his full glory and power but in the exact opposite way – through the quiet vulnerability of those who are often anonymous, undermined and overlooked.


I first began to grasp something of this essential theme of the Bible as I welcomed strangers into my home through fostering and adoption. I have continued to be surprised by the truth of it as I have spent time with strangers from around the world. Playing cricket with Afghan refugees, sharing my home with Ukrainian families, caring for teenage asylum seekers, advocating for those being persecuted in Syria, spending time with those who have fled from Hong Kong, listening to those from Albania explain how they have lost all hope – these strangers who have faced some of our world’s biggest challenges have much to teach us about God. In my experience, God’s presence is felt most keenly when we interact with those others misrepresent. This is a profound mystery that is explored from different angles in the book.


Welcoming strangers can be a hard lesson to learn, and a difficult discipline to practise. Strangers in general, and refugees and asylum seekers in particular, are increasingly dismissed as a threat, a drain, a problem, or even an invasion. They are labelled opportunists or criminals, or framed as dangers to our cultural or religious traditions. Such dehumanising language seeps into our social consciousness, making it easy to forget that each person is created in God’s image. Yet when we fail to recognise God’s presence and image in others, in outsiders and in strangers – we find ourselves in dangerous waters.


We live in difficult times. Great waves of cultural change rock us from side to side, leaving us unsettled. Long-standing international alliances are being eroded by the choppy waters of uncertainty and turmoil. Rising sea levels threaten to wash away homes, livelihoods and the land that sustains them. Our leaders lurch and sputter like tiny engines struggling to keep the good ship United Kingdom financially afloat, and trust in those leaders slips through our fingers. When one country attacks its neighbour with little immediate repercussion, others are emboldened to follow. Waves of increasing violence, poverty and displacement threaten to overwhelm us.


When we need God more than ever, where can we find him?


Throughout this book, we discover stories from ancient times that indicate that God may well be closer than we think. Jesus himself came to earth to deliver this message. He was known as Emmanuel, which means God with us. He taught that the kingdom of God was near. And, in case we still didn’t get it, he spent every day with those others rejected – the sick, the suffering, the slaves, the small children, the soldiers, the sinners, the strangers.


Authentic Christianity must resemble Jesus. It must welcome the stranger, offer hospitality to the lonely, the refugee and the vulnerable, and care for family, friends, neighbours and even our enemies, wherever they have come from. This Christianity is not soft or sentimental. It is demanding, sometimes uncomfortable, and often calls us to live and love against the tide of public opinion.


We should not be surprised at this. Jesus was no stranger to controversy, and he faced significant opposition precisely because of his insistence on welcoming strangers. The culture wars of Jesus’ day were between those who considered themselves saints and those who were dismissed as sinners; between those who thought they were clean and those who were labelled unclean; between those who claimed a faith heritage and those who came from outside. Those who considered themselves to be God’s chosen people were suspicious and fearful of those who they thought threatened to infiltrate, disrupt or dilute their religious heritage or identity.


We might have some sympathy with them, except that their dogmatics undermined God’s clear instructions. From the very beginning, God’s law consistently called his people to welcome the outsider, the migrant, and the vulnerable. It reminded God’s people again and again that they themselves had once been strangers in a foreign land, and that this history should compel them to provide generously for the widow, the orphan and the foreigner. The law was not just ritualistic or symbolic – it included practical, ethical imperatives. God’s justice and mercy were never meant to be confined to insiders; they overflowed towards those on the margins, the overlooked and those who could not repay the generosity shown to them.


Whenever Jesus modelled this, it was viewed with disgust by the religious elites of his day. Jesus ate with sinners and was mocked and scorned for it. Jesus touched lepers and was avoided because of it. Jesus welcomed Samaritans, a hated ethnic group, and was derided as a result. Jesus’ compassion earned him the derogatory nickname ‘Friend of Sinners’. His insistence on challenging the xenophobia of his society was one of the reasons that the powerful colluded to kill him.


In that divided world, the way of Jesus was controversial and costly. The same is true today. Those who try to welcome strangers following Jesus’ example and teaching face pushback, challenge and sometimes persecution. It’s worth knowing some of the familiar objections, preparing ourselves for the criticism and counting the cost of our discipleship.


Some argue that showing hospitality to refugees is naive – a form of suicidal empathy that amounts to an invitation to unsavoury and dangerous people to exploit us. Those who hold this view may call us well-meaning do-gooders, by which they appear to mean stupid and gullible. Too much empathy has even been called a sin, the crime of failing to see through the sob stories of illegal migrants coming to our nations either for personal economic gain or to commit crimes or acts of terrorism.


This criticism is, however, in itself naive. It lacks the experience, discernment and judgement to recognise the complexities of migration. It clumsily lumps all refugees together, refusing to see the humanity in the children who need medical treatment, or in young men escaping conscription into the armies of dictators or terrorist groups, or in women who have been trafficked. Logic tells us that the false claims or nefarious motives of the few do not invalidate the desperate needs of the many. While the news may highlight the worst-case scenarios, statistics tell a different story. The majority of refugees are genuine victims of war and persecution, with the right to seek asylum and rebuild their lives in safety, and with the fair expectation that someone will respond to their cries of distress.


Jesus once exhorted his followers to be ‘as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves’4. That is not licence for naivety or suspicion or inaction or cruelty, it’s a mandate for courageous compassion. It’s the choice to believe the best about most people, even while being wise and discerning in the light of the threats and challenges.


Some argue that welcoming outsiders undermines our Western Judeo-Christian heritage. This objection is often a polite way of claiming that Muslim immigrants will increase the influence or threat of Islam within our society. Some go further, suggesting that Islam is incompatible with Western civilisation, or that it is inherently hostile to democratic values. Others express fears of terrorism or violent extremism. Still others warn that Muslims will outnumber the resident British population, advancing a kind of covert gentle ‘jihad’ through demographic change.


It is worth noting that this same argument has been used before – against Irish Catholics arriving in Britain in the nineteenth century, against Jews fleeing persecution in the early twentieth century, and against other religious or ethnic minorities at various points in our history. Today, such fears and stereotypes often seem laughable in hindsight. Proximity, it turns out, is a powerful antidote to prejudice. And hospitality is a great gateway to proximity.


In Jesus’ day, it was not Muslims but Samaritans who were regarded as a religious and cultural threat. Many of their beliefs and practices diverged sharply from orthodox readings of the Old Testament. In ways that sound strikingly familiar today, they were spoken about as a threat to religious purity, social cohesion and national identity. Distance bred suspicion, xenophobia and fear. It was into this context that Jesus told the parable of the good Samaritan. Once again he showed how proximity and hospitality were needed to build bridges and be the antidote to prejudice.


Proximity, we are shown, has the power to dismantle fear, to puncture stereotypes and to restore humanity where it has been denied. Around shared tables and in ordinary acts of welcome, strangers became friends and followers, outsiders became those privileged to get closest to the Son of God.


God Is Stranger suggests that God is still most often found not in the halls of power or in large festivals, or even within the walls of our churches, but over a meal with a stranger, around the kitchen table, on a sports field, in a hospital ward, by the side of the road, in the middle of a stormy sea. I dare you to read on – to see how the Bible shows us again and again how God comes to us in the guise of a stranger, how strangers reveal not only who God is but who we really are, and how we can truly love God and love our neighbour in these turbulent times.










Introduction to the original edition



They fled, their fears growing with each step. With only the clothes on their back and little more than a scrap of hope, their world had become a strange and dangerous place. What short-lived happiness they had known as a newly married couple was a distant memory. Now this pair of refugees needed all their energy for survival on the run. Ahead of them lay hostilities they could not imagine.


Like so many migrants, nights spent in makeshift shelters, a daily struggle for food and the potential for disaster at every turn became part of their everyday lives. This went on for years. Their children were born amid violence, fear and corruption. And although they found safe haven for decades, one of their sons was eventually murdered. Another went on the run again and disappeared.


The world was becoming more divided. There were reported incidents of mass drownings, child abuse, people trafficking, gang rape, and attacks that wiped out entire cities. So much devastation and so little reason for it. Women were bereaved. Babies were abandoned. Children were forced to become soldiers and soldiers were forced to conduct public executions. The horror seemed to go on and on. When would it stop?


At one border crossing, some of the family’s distant relatives fled for their lives, the parents clutching hard to their little boy while behind them toddlers were killed in their sleep. Though this particular lad would escape death as a child, it would catch up with him as a young adult and images from his brutal execution at the hands of a barbaric military regime would go viral. The world did not feel like a safe place.


This sounds like another tragic tale emerging from any one of the world’s many current conflict zones. But this is not that story. This one could be even more disturbing. It is from a book that has been banned in more countries than any other book. A stranger book you will not find. It tells the story of the origins of our global refugee crisis. It is called the Bible.


Perhaps it doesn’t sound like the Bible you know. It is certainly different from the one I was taught growing up. I was seven years old when a friend of my mother’s generously gave me a Bible with a black hardback cover, tiny writing and red dye along the edges of its pages. It was my prized possession at the time, but I remember feeling overwhelmed by it, imagining it would take a lifetime to read.


My Sunday school teachers took pity on me. They broke it down into bite-size stories of people who trusted God and lived happily ever after. Those stories always seemed to involve heroes and giants and miracles and angels and cities made of gold. I was told about the Jesus of Christmas and Easter and was given the opportunity to ask him to be my personal friend. I was showered with beautiful verses to treasure, verses that promised comfort and inspired faith and peace.


These two ways of approaching the Bible couldn’t be more different. If my Sunday school teachers had a choice, I don’t blame them for choosing the safe stories. Most of us, perhaps without even thinking about it, probably do the same. For the vast majority of Christians I know, the simpler, happier, apparently more inspirational story wins hands down. It works better in our songs, and on our fridge magnets and greetings cards. After all, who wants to receive a Christmas card with an infant massacre depicted on the front? Or sing songs about dismembered concubines and young men mauled by bears? No, this seems to be an either/or choice, and when we have picked our version we tend to stick with it.


Yet the shocking and macabre story is right there in the Bible too. The apparently God-initiated story of division and immigration is the story that is hardly ever told. Too much of it has become a no-go area for Christians: too toxic, with texts too hard for us to understand, too embarrassing to be let out in public. Perhaps this dark side of the Bible is too much for us to handle. Perhaps it unsettles our sensibilities. Perhaps it asks more of us than we are willing to give. For many of us it is easier just to sanitise our picture of God, giving him a makeover that places him comfortably among doves, rainbows and laughing children.


As a seven-year-old I was taught to begin to sanitise the Bible for myself with the aid of a brand-new chisel-tipped fluorescent-orange highlighter pen. Every time I went to church, or in later years when I attended youth group or a conference, the speakers would point out to me the encouraging parts of the Bible most worthy of a highlight. Decades went by in which I only really read, studied, preached and meditated on those oranged-up sections. Less than 10 per cent of my Bible qualified for being made fluorescent, but it seemed to be enough to cover a lifetime of occasions from weddings to funerals, from daily devotions to festivals and conferences and years of weekly sermons.


Nobody noticed, or even questioned, the fact that in my church I never once preached on a psalm where David calls down curses on his enemies, or on the strange chapters in Ezekiel such as one where God likens himself to a vindictive cuckolded husband. Perhaps nobody noticed because all the other Christians around me were similarly well versed when it came to highlighting the bright and beautiful story of the Bible – and ignoring the rest.


Sometimes, though, while flicking through my favourite inspirational passages, I would trip over one of those less familiar chapters. I would see something standing there in stark black-and-white script that sent a chill down my spine. Once I was so engrossed in reading to my children the story of Daniel getting thrown into the lions’ den for praying in public that I forgot to stop when he got rescued. I accidentally read on, only to find three pairs of wide eyes looking at me. ‘Why?’ they wanted to know. Why were the children and wives of the conniving chief ministers now being fed to the hungry lions? I didn’t have an answer.


On another occasion I received a card from a friend who miswrote a Bible reference. Instead of finding the encouragement that God is merciful to me as one of his own (1 Peter 2:10), I came face to face with the uncomfortable declaration that God will punish those who follow the corrupt desire of the flesh (2 Peter 2:10). At least I hadn’t read that verse aloud to my children. I quickly placed the card out of reach.


The moment that highlighted to me the need to rediscover the unhighlighted parts of my Bible was during a visit to Lebanon. A refugee family warmly welcomed me into what they called their home. To my eyes it was little more than a few wooden posts with plastic sheeting stapled onto them and a threadbare strip of carpet on a cement floor. The family were from Aleppo in Syria and what few belongings I could see were all they had managed to carry when they were forced to flee. They told me that a bomb had exploded in the bakery down their street and that they realised their country was no longer safe. Now they were worse than poor: they were deep in debt because they had borrowed money from loan sharks to pay for a lifesaving operation for their young son. With the mother heavily pregnant, I could not imagine how this family were going to survive the coming winter.


I frantically searched my Bible for some encouraging words to bless them with, but my favourite, orange-highlighted verses seemed rather hollow. I flicked past ‘I have come that they may have life and have it to the full’1 and ‘My yoke is easy, and my burden is light’.2 Although these promises were no less true, they suddenly seemed insufficient. Where could I find anything in the Bible that could speak to someone in the middle of such a terrible situation?


It wasn’t until I was on my flight back to the UK that I realised there was something about the Christmas story that was niggling me. I turned to the passage at the beginning of the Bible and suddenly saw the mirror image of what I had witnessed in the camp in Lebanon: a young couple, this time Joseph and pregnant Mary, also hunkering down in a shack, far from home, with only the belongings they had been able to carry with them, while a corrupt king made plots that would see children die and more families become refugees.


When I returned home to my safe, semi-detached, centrally heated, digitally connected house in the UK, I could not shake this idea from my mind. It was not that the treasured Bible verses I had grown up loving so fondly were untrue, it was just that the rest of the Bible suddenly seemed a lot more relevant – not just for a family in fragile circumstances, fleeing bombing in war-torn Syria, but also for the rest of the world, facing increasing threats of conflict.


It was time, I realised, to discover the stranger parts of my Bible. The parts lurking between the highlighted sections. The black-and-white verses. The angry parts. The eccentric parts. The politically incorrect parts. The forgotten parts. The horrific stories of executions, displacement, genocide and depression – stories which sadly reflect much of the world around us. Although I had always believed them to be just as inspired as the safe, cosy parts of Scripture, I had been inclined to avoid them for the same reason I often turn off the television when I hear the words ‘Viewers may find some scenes distressing’. Some truths had seemed unnecessary to dwell on, too disturbing for my otherwise peaceful, comfortable life. But now it was time to face up to them.


I began to look at what I had long considered to be the ‘lowlights’ of the Bible. And as I read those passages, it turned out that I had been missing something important: that God was there in these dark places, although often unannounced, uninvited and unrecognised. I came across passages where God comes across as unpredictable, unfathomable, uncontainable, untameable. I found passages that described him as ineffable, sublime, mysterious, awesome. The more I read, the more I had to face up to the fact that God was beyond compare and beyond description and beyond analogy.


God tells us quite clearly, ‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.’3 Had I been so keen to know God my Father, Lord, Friend and Saviour that I had missed the Bible’s consistent teaching that God is also other, higher, guest and stranger?


As I explored the more difficult passages of Scripture, I discovered this challenge did not come in odd verses but in an unlikely narrative arc flowing through the whole – one that challenged me, that undid some of my most cherished prejudices and made me question the parts of the Bible I thought I knew so well. This narrative that spans the centuries and crosses continents contains a thread of deliberate strangeness. It is full of misery but also full of mystery, packed with the weird but also somehow weirdly wonderful. Its inhospitable terrain drew me to the challenging hospitality of God. Through the more perplexing, stranger stories and more difficult-to-stomach stories related in the Bible, I was consistently confronted by a God who cannot be fully pinned down, explained or predicted.


When life hits hard, when the troubles of the world overwhelm us, when the familiar promises of the Bible become hollow, perhaps it is time to step out of our biblical comfort zone and ask more challenging questions from the stranger, less comfortable passages.


Why, for example, when Adam and Eve hid in fear of the consequences of their disobedience, did God turn up not as their friend, papering over the cracks, but like a stranger they hardly knew, cursing them and banishing them from their home? When Abraham and Sarah feared they would never have a child, why did God visit them in the form of three strangers and, in a curious postscript, destroy a city? When Jacob was afraid of his brother, why did God turn up in disguise to fight him, leaving him permanently injured? When Gideon was in hiding, afraid of his own shadow, why did God turn up and insist that he was the one to lead his people into battle? When Isaiah was fearful for the state of his nation, why did God turn up in a blaze of glory to give him a message that nobody would listen to? When Ezekiel felt far away from the place he called home, why did God turn up with wings and wheels – absurd images for an absurd mission? Why did God turn up in the way he did – in the form of a stranger – to Naomi, Mary, Cleopas and others? Why did Jesus challenge his followers to welcome strangers, those who are hungry, thirsty, naked, imprisoned? Why does he say that in doing so we also welcome him, and secure our eternal destiny?


As we take a look through the Bible, deliberately pausing in some of the places in Scripture where God chooses to turn up unrecognised, we may find that we need to replace our simplistic, domesticated, anaemic, fridge-magnet understanding of God with a more fierce, awe-inspiring and majestic God. This God is not only truer to the Bible but big enough to cope with the extent of the turmoil our world finds itself in right now. My aim is not to smooth over the difficult bits but to allow us to feel the force of them, to catch the breath of God in them, to have our eyes dazzled and our hearts ignited by these dangerous and mysterious parts of Scripture.


American author and journalist Dennis Covington once said, ‘Mystery is not the absence of meaning, but the presence of more meaning than we can comprehend.’4 It seems that when God turns up unannounced, uninvited and unrecognised, that is when we truly encounter the greatest mystery of all.


When God turned up unannounced and uninvited in the middle of the street, the Apostle Paul’s life was about to change beyond recognition. He both did and did not recognise God, blurting out in great fear the paradoxical question that lies at the heart of this book: ‘Who are you, Lord?’5


That moment turned Paul’s hunt-and-destroy mission, executing Christians wherever he could find them, into a search-and-rescue mission, encouraging and making Christians wherever he could find them. He would spend the next twenty years church planting and writing what would become the majority of the New Testament.


At the climax of his most exhaustive theological treatise – the book of Romans – Paul provides not a series of convincing answers but a series of irresistible questions. He effectively asks once more ‘Who are you, Lord?’ by declaring both what he does and does not know about God. The fact that God remains a stranger to him does not lead him to feel dejected but rather elicits an enthusiastic hymn of praise.


As you read this book, I pray that you too will be inspired to echo Paul’s words:




‘Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!


How unsearchable his judgments


And his paths beyond tracing out.


Who has known the mind of the Lord?


Or who has been his counsellor?


Who has ever given to God


That God should repay them?


For from him and through him and for him are all things.


To him be the glory forever! Amen.’6


(Romans 11:33–36)













Chapter 1


Adam and the Stranger


The God who turns up only to drive us away




In which a naked man hides from a forbidding stranger who throws him out of his home, and we ask why friendship with God seems to be so impossible.





Sometimes the people we think we know the best turn out to be the ones we know the least. Recently I was shocked to hear the story of a young woman in my town. She was happily married to a commercial pilot. His shifts meant that most weeks he would be away from her and their young children a couple of nights at a time. But it was manageable. Then the opportunity came up for him to embark on further training which would boost his chances of getting more regular work, closer to home. Eventually they decided to go for it. It was a huge investment, but they reasoned it would benefit them all in the long run. They remortgaged the house, and he left for a couple of months, bound for Canada where he would take the course. One day she got a phone call. Her husband had been injured in an accident and was in hospital. It was all going to be all right, the stranger on the phone told her, but his medical insurance had lapsed and so they needed her to wire money across to cover the bills. She took the details, but after the call ended she felt uncomfortable: something felt wrong. She checked the incoming number and discovered it was from Italy. What was going on? It felt like a scam.


Over the next few days she uncovered more details, but as she gradually pieced together the story; it was her husband who was the trickster. He had never intended to further his flying career. Instead he had taken their hard-earned money and used it to fund a whole secret other life. Another relationship. Another family. Suddenly the young woman found herself deserted. She and her children lost their home. What would become of them?


When she first told me the story, I struggled to believe her. It sounded like a plot for a novel written solely to be optioned by a Hollywood studio. But sometimes the truth is stranger than fiction; it is certainly more tragic. It is hard to imagine the betrayal this woman experienced. The person she thought she knew the best in the world, her closest friend and confidant, was actually a stranger to her. Their history together, their future together, everything she thought she could rely on, was blown out of the sky. His manipulating lies enabled him to live a double life, while she lost the only life she knew.


Perhaps you know the pain of broken promises, betrayal and abandonment. Perhaps you have been left high and dry to pick up the pieces in a world that suddenly looks very different. Or perhaps your biggest fear is finding out you have been betrayed by the ones you trusted the most. How would you cope if your nearest and dearest turned out to be strangers?


At least God is there for us, even if everyone else fails us. Right? God, the same yesterday, today and for ever, can be totally relied upon. He is that friend who sticks closer than a brother. He is our rock, our rampart, our refuge. He who loves us unconditionally will never leave us or forsake us. These are timeless, biblical truths that have helped countless Christians through the centuries. They are the promises we cling to when life takes unexpected turns.


But what if we have misjudged our relationship with God too? What if he doesn’t seem to come through on those promises? What if he is not the friend we thought he was? What if the one being in the universe we have been told is utterly reliable actually turns out to be a stranger too?


I clearly remember the day I first decided to ‘make Jesus my friend’. For several months my Sunday school teacher had made a persuasive case as to the immediate and eternal benefits of such a decision. So one Sunday morning, after the sermon, I made my way nervously up to the front of the building. It was a Salvation Army church a stone’s throw from my home, and at the front of the hall was a polished dark wood bench into which were carved the words ‘Jesus Saves’. I knelt down in front of it and a dear elderly woman, dressed in the black Salvationist uniform, complete with bonnet and shiny black shoes, knelt alongside me and put her arm around me. She explained to me that Jesus would be the best friend I could ever hope for, because he had laid down his life for me. I sensed a ring of truth in what she was saying. Over the previous months I had received a warm welcome from this strange new community, even though, as the son of immigrants from different religious backgrounds, I stuck out like a sore brown thumb. The offer of a life-changing friendship with God sounded very attractive to a boy who felt socially isolated because of his skin colour – and his annoying habit of asking too many questions.


Right from the outset of my newfound faith I had questions about what it meant for God to be a friend to me, and as I have grown up they have not entirely gone away, despite decades in full-time paid Christian ministry and the world of theological education. These questions keep coming up. Do I really know God? Does God really know me? To what extent is Jesus my friend? Is that expectation of mutual trust, support and affection realistic? Why do I often feel so distant from God? Why does God often fail to turn up when I ask him to, and then turn up when I don’t need him, often only to complicate things further?


In my experience the nice and easy Sunday school idea of relationship with God does not work in the real world. It accounts neither for the complexity of the world, nor, critically, for the complexity of God. And so our relationship with God can easily swing towards a desperate hope that it is all true or an obstinate determination to hold on come what may – a disgruntled resignation that this is not what we expected it to be. We can easily end up with a half-hearted faith in a God we only half believe in. We struggle to share this sort of faith with our friends and neighbours. We struggle to hold on to this sort of faith in difficult times. We struggle to rely on this sort of faith as we face the future. Despite the words of that godly elderly lady in that life-changing moment for me as a child, I have learned over the years that we can be profoundly mistaken about the God we claim to have a friendship with. And we can be profoundly confused about the nature of that friendship.


Last week my aunt was happy to sing the praises of the God who had been a trusted friend to her. This week she sits in a nursing home having lost her husband, her health and her home within the course of a few days. Who could blame her for being angry that a lifetime of friendship with God has now turned out this way? I also spoke with a lady who stuck with God through the terrible years of young widowhood and then multiple sclerosis. But now she will not come to church any longer because of the atrocities of ISIS. She is ashamed of the way God seems to turn his back while terrible acts are committed in his name. As I listen to their accusations, I too wonder again why the God who is supposed to be our friend often feels quite the opposite – an enemy, or at least a stranger.


Who is this God, who has the power of creation yet seems to be either powerless or uncaring when disaster strikes? Who is this God, who lets human beings wreak such destruction against each other? Who is this God, whose friendship seems so uncertain?


In some respects, it is no surprise that we struggle with the idea of friendship with God. His invisibility and intangibility are always going to be difficult for us, especially compared with the immediate presence of people around us. The instant gratification of an encouraging word, a warm welcome or an affirming embrace can appear so much more real and meaningful. Or, in the absence of God’s felt and seen presence, we can be in danger of refashioning God into a sophisticated form of imaginary friend. Just like a child’s relationship with their self-generated illusory companion, we may end up substituting a friendlier, more manageable god, who asks very little of us, for the real and mighty God. When we are tempted to abandon friendship with God in favour of friendship with others, or when we are tempted to substitute friendship with an echo-chamber god who only speaks the words we give him, we are effectively acknowledging that the invisible God is a stranger to us.


The unpredictability of God is far more of a challenge to our friendship with him, though. An invisible God we can manipulate and misrepresent without obvious consequences. But when God actually turns up, when we see him in his true colours, he often appears to treat his friends pretty badly. In Scripture, Abraham and Sarah were summoned away from the safety and security of their homeland, then told to sacrifice their only son. When God turned up in Moses’ life, he was driven away from the home he had made for himself in Midian and sent back to face the wrath of Pharaoh. Job was stripped of his wealth, health and even his family because of a divine wager that God made with the devil. The list goes on. Jesus even admitted to sending his friends out ‘like sheep among wolves’,1 more or less promising them persecution and pain. This pattern of behaviour is a frightening one. The repeated occurrences in Scripture that seem to show God doing his best to drive his own people away could lead us to conclude that if God treats his friends like this, who needs enemies?


Perhaps more significantly even than God’s invisibility and unpredictability, it is God’s sheer incomprehensibility that makes friendship with him so difficult. God is just not like us. ‘“My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the LORD.’2 There is a bigger gap between us and God than there is between a human being and a bacterium. God is the Creator – we are the created. God is infinite – we are finite. God is spirit – we are embodied. God is eternal – we are temporal. It is no wonder that we face ‘cross-cultural’ communication issues, because God is simply a different order of being to us. When he graciously condescends to relate to us, it is not surprising that we find he is from a strange place, with a strange language and a strange way of doing things. He appears foreign, mysterious and incomprehensible. And it is tempting to behave like the boorish tourist who shouts at the locals, complaining that they are backward and ignorant because they don’t do things ‘our way’, while he himself makes no attempt to understand and appreciate the host culture. So how should we, as guests in God’s universe, make sense of a God who does not do things in the way we want or expect? How can a friendship be forged over such a great divide?


This hat-trick of challenges makes the practical outworking of friendship with God, which seems so simple when we come to faith as a child, or when we introduce young children to faith, incredibly complex in actuality. Yes, we need to recapture the true meaning of friendship with God, but we also need to recognise and appreciate its limitations. God can be a friend to us, but he is also a stranger to us – and this is both bad news and good news. To start our exploration of these rich and vital themes, we need look no further than the strange first pages of the Bible. In its introductory chapters we are given an explanation of the sense of estrangement we feel from God and the world we live in. However familiar we may be with these chapters, the more we understand of them the less we will see God as familiar and known, and the more we will see him as a stranger.


The opening passages of Scripture offer us the origin story of the cosmos itself, so that we might be better able to discern our place in the universe.3 Like the establishing shot of a movie which helps us to understand the context in which the ensuing drama will take place, in Genesis we are first presented with the backdrop of human history, with the creation of galaxies and stars, against which we zoom quickly in on the key theme – the interaction between God and man. The story starts so promisingly, yet within a couple of pages God is driving his people out of their home. Whichever way we interpret the opening chapters of Genesis, whether as historical narrative or as metaphorical parable, there is no doubt that they graphically portray something of the limitations of divine–human relationship.


The first humans begin by being utterly aware of God. Adam and Eve get to see God – visibly and with predictable regularity, it seems – as they walk with him in their perfect garden in the cool of the day. The designer world they lived in was in perfect sync with both human aspiration and divine purpose. A world with God present was all they knew and friendship with God came naturally to them. Our ancient ancestors began their existence untroubled by the incomprehensibility of God we may struggle with, as he made himself accessible and available to human interaction.


It is hard not to be jealous of Adam and Eve. The privileges they enjoyed are what most of us long for in our relationship with God. They lived out the profound paradox of being both the dust of the earth and the image of God: humbly and yet wonderfully made, imbued with glory and knowing unspeakably great privilege, yet with no embarrassment, nor any need to prove themselves. Those first humans knew the honour of a face-to-face relationship with God himself. They knew the pitch and timbre of the very voice of their Creator. They were given clear direction from God as to how to invest their time and energy. They inhabited an environment that reflected God’s glory in all its splendour. They had every good thing they could ever ask for. They enjoyed God’s provision, sensed no shame or fear, and felt at home in God’s company. God was no stranger to that first family.


Then, one day, the one fruit that was off limits became the one fruit they had to have on the menu. A moment of weakness led to a bad decision. That was when God turned up to turn them out.




So the LORD God said to the snake, ‘Because you have done this,


‘Cursed are you above all livestock


and all wild animals!


You will crawl on your belly


and you will eat dust


all the days of your life.


And I will put enmity


between you and the woman,


and between your offspring and hers;


he will crush your head,


and you will strike his heel.’


To the woman he said,


‘I will make your pains in childbearing very severe;


with painful labour you will give birth to children.


Your desire will be for your husband,


and he will rule over you.’


To Adam he said, ‘Because you listened to your wife


and ate fruit from the tree about which I


commanded you, “You must not eat from it,”


‘Cursed is the ground because of you;


through painful toil you will eat food from it


all the days of your life.


It will produce thorns and thistles for you,


and you will eat the plants of the field.


By the sweat of your brow


you will eat your food


until you return to the ground,


since from it you were taken;


for dust you are


and to dust you will return.’4





This may well be a familiar passage, and yet it is surely one of the strangest in the Bible. What on earth is going on here? Why is there an evil snake in a perfect garden in the first place? And did animals really talk in Eden? Was there an anatomical change in the snake after human sin? How come the snake had legs to lose (or however it was getting around before it crawled on its belly), and how come it lost only them while humans seemed to lose so much more – their home, their pain-free labour, their problem-free marriages, their weed-free gardens, their immortal bodies?


Of all the strange elements in this story, though, the thing that strikes me as strangest is the scale of God’s reaction to the offence. The eating of the forbidden fruit seems such an inconsequential action compared with all that we see going on in the rest of Scripture and, for that matter, in the world right now. I can see that perhaps it warranted some kind of punishment – perhaps a skin rash, or an upset stomach. But here, plucking a fruit and consuming it was the act that did not just disrupt the perfect friendship and face-to-face intimacy Adam and Eve enjoyed with God, but also consigned humanity to mortality, pain and conflict for the rest of history. It makes life from here onwards a continual fight with the weeds to eke out a living where for many people on the planet, it would seem, the thorns always win. All this just for eating the wrong fruit?


Why is God’s reaction so severe? Could he not have overlooked this one-off incident? Or instigated a ‘five-second rule’ and quickly allowed them to eat of the Tree of Life? Perhaps a cooling-off period should have preceded judgement. Maybe God could have rebooted everything and returned creation to ‘factory settings’, or remedied the glitch by means of an update? Instead, for their error of judgement, God enacts judgement of the severest kind, choosing to punish the whole of humanity by exile, making Adam and Eve homeless and effectively estranging everybody, everywhere from himself. This seems to be a gross, even malicious, overreaction to a minor infringement; one that makes us question God’s very character.


Whether we read the opening chapters of Genesis as history or poetry, or even poetic history, we have to wrestle with the fact that Scripture depicts God here as one who creates the first refugees and curses them with hardship, conflict, weeds, labour pains, exile and the promise of death itself. Why was humanity’s rejection of God’s command in taking the fruit, eating it and then lying to cover their tracks so extreme that God intervened with the most severe punishment the world has ever seen? Why does the Creator God who has benevolently given human beings life, liberty and everything they could ever need now reveal himself as a God of curses, who brings down judgement on all creation?


How can we find some context for this? There can be no doubt that eating the fruit was a kind of theft. God had given humanity freedom to eat from all the trees of the garden except this one. This one belonged to God alone, and human beings had no right to eat of it. This was explained to them clearly, at the same time that they were given the Garden of Eden containing everything they could ever want and more. They did not lack food that was both beautiful and tasty, but of course, as many of us can appreciate, they wanted the very thing they could not have. And so they took it.


God had created a wonderful planet to explore, he had hidden gold and onyx for our discovery, brought animals to the humans to name as part of the scientific enterprise, and offered his own face-to-face friendship, but none of that was good enough – the humans wanted more. Eating the fruit was a demonstration of dissatisfaction with and ingratitude for God’s provision.


In fact it could be seen as a betrayal. Take the young mum with her cheating husband. Her pilot partner had more than most people dream of: a good job, a lovely wife, a young family, a nice place to live, safety and security; but that wasn’t enough, so he took more. Through deception and betrayal, he took the precious family savings to spend on his own desires, breaking the trust on which those relationships were founded. It is natural and right for us to sympathise with the wife in this story. But just like the first human beings that Genesis describes here, we may be closer to the cheating husband in our natural reactions against God. Despite all God has given us, we all too often want more, too readily betraying our relationship with God for something we see as a better life.


This betrayal is on a different level to that of the pilot. We can all understand something of the temptation of a secret second life by the Mediterranean Sea. But to exchange devotion to the magnificent Creator God in order to follow the advice of some kind of puny snake creature is shocking. Put like that, it was clearly a substitution of something significantly inferior for the good things they knew.


Indeed, perhaps we might say it was more like a revolution. Instead of obeying God by ruling over creation as he’d asked them to, Adam and Eve obeyed the creation itself, overruling God’s boundaries and putting his wishes bottom of their agenda. This turned the order of the universe upside down.


Then God turns up. Why could he not have turned up earlier – and in a different mood? Why did he not intervene before the snake reared its ugly head? Or at least before Eve put the fruit to her lips? He must have known what was about to happen. Had he turned up earlier, he could have prevented all the heartache that was to follow. But no: God turns up after the crime, after the act of rebellion, after the onset of the terrible guilt that forced Adam and Eve into hiding. They really did not want God to turn up at all. They knew what they had done would wreck their friendship with him beyond measure. God was not overreacting to some trivial infraction; they did not know what to expect, but they knew enough to fear it.


In fact, God’s reaction, though severe, was restrained. When God turns up to meet Adam and Eve, he does not kill them, but he does curse them. He does not execute them, but he does exile them. Human greed, human betrayal and human rebellion are met with divine displeasure, divine judgement and divine expulsion. But why choose this particular punishment of displacement, alienation and estrangement? Especially since none of the day’s events had caught God by surprise. He who sees the ‘end from the beginning’5 knew before the creation of the world that this would happen, as we learn in John’s Gospel, and had already chosen Jesus to be the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.6


If this human betrayal was divinely foreseen, and somehow God made us as we are, all the while knowing we would rebel against him, knowing he would need to sacrifice his only Son to put it all right, why did he go ahead anyway? What kind of strange logic is this? Why create a situation that is going to incur such a huge cost to fix? We will return to some of these questions later in the book, but for now we have to recognise that because of what happened that day in the Garden of Eden, we all begin life in this default position, suffering the consequences of this primal wound, cursed with estrangement from the God who made us and claims to seek our friendship.


The displacement of humanity in Genesis takes four distinct yet linked forms. First, Adam and Eve are displaced from the Garden of Eden, their home. Ironically, the God who wrote into the fabric of the universe the essential dignity of all human persons is the same God who creates the indignity of the first exiles. This is an archetype of much that follows throughout Scripture. Time and again, when God’s people rebel against him, they are displaced and become strangers in a strange land.7 In the Old Testament the Canaanites’ wanton rebellion towards God is the rationale given for removing them from the Promised Land in the time of Joshua.8 Then, for their own unfaithfulness, the Jews are driven out of the Promised Land, first from the Northern Kingdom, by the Assyrians, and later from Judah, the Southern Kingdom, by the Babylonians. Throughout the Old Testament there is a strong connection between geography and theology, and it begins here, outside Eden.


This theme of displacement will confront us time and again as we thread our way through the stories where people encounter God as stranger in the course of this book. We will be forced to wrestle with the frightening question of how we love a God who not only allows the refugee crises today but who made refugees of the whole of humanity, so that we are all ‘strangers in a strange land’, estranged from our Creator God. Fundamentally, we are all refugees from Eden, living in temporary accommodation on a planet that has been ravaged by the consequences of human sin. No amount of relocation, no degree of settling in to the place where we are, will remove our intrinsic homesickness for that perfect place we have lost, where friendship with God comes naturally.


Adam and Eve had a premonition of this displacement even before they were expelled from Eden. As soon as they had eaten the fruit they felt out of place in the garden, searching out somewhere to hide, no longer free to enjoy what had been their home. Their place of safety had become a place of danger. They knew this even before God cursed them and cast them out.


Imagine that my daughter, having been clearly told not to jump off the roof of our shed, does so anyway and breaks her leg. After the proper medical attention has been given, I sit her down for a talk. I explain to her that because she ignored my instructions, her leg is broken and she is not able to swim, compete in sports day, play on the trampoline or walk the dog for at least six weeks. My pronouncement is not a punishment, but rather a clarification of the consequences of her bad decision. It is not because I am vindictive that I explain this to her, but because I want to help her to accept the limitations caused by her disobedience. This is how I understand God in this chapter as he curses Adam and Eve and then expels them from Eden. God turned up not to cruelly punish them, but to help them come to terms with the extent of the inevitable consequence of their actions.


Second, as well as geographical displacement, there was also relational displacement. Like an extreme version of TVs The Apprentice, a boardroom fight breaks out, and the erstwhile partners in crime become staunchly independent in mutual confrontation; Adam blames Eve, Eve blames the snake, and the snake has no one left to blame. This blame-casting uncovers a fundamental disintegration of relationships. This point right here is ground zero for all human conflict. God spells out how their bad decision is going to impact all their relationships. The gender wars begin here as God’s curse includes the tension between desiring and dominating. Interdependence is marred with interpersonal conflict, war, injustice, prejudice, turmoil and betrayal. Xenophobia, literally ‘fear of the stranger’, begins here when the very first human relationship breaks down and makes space for all sorts of relational tensions, from body-shaming to blame-shifting to boundary-building.


A third dislocation is within ourselves: internal alienation as personal shame and fear spoil the sense of fulfilment and contentment our first ancestors had previously known. Their sense of self is immediately perverted, and we see the damage to their self-image and the seeds of emotional and psychological breakdown. Adam and Eve, strangers to themselves as well as each other, have a sudden realisation of nakedness and an instinct to hide when God comes calling. They hide from God, they hide their bodies from each other, and in denial they hide from themselves. Fear and shame begin before God’s arrival to curse them, filtering down through humanity’s history. When we look in the mirror and perceive ourselves as too fat or too thin, too dark or too pale, too old or too young, too loud or too quiet, it is because of what happened in Eden. When we fear the ghosts of our past or the unknowns of our future or the meaninglessness of it all, it is primarily because of Eden. What God formed from dust will return to dust. This phrase, often used in funerals, is a poetic but tragic description of a human life. Are we really just dust momentarily organised into a human life? Those we have loved and lost – are they really just ash now? Is human life really just a sweaty battle for survival, fuelling ourselves with food until our molecules are recycled back into the soil? God’s curse of mortality brings with it the challenge of finding meaning and hope in the face of death.


The fourth, final and most significant dislocation is the one that helps us to understand best why God can seem more of a stranger than a friend. When Adam and Eve ignored God’s command, their relationship with him changed immediately. Their attitude to God was altered – no longer could they even face, let alone enjoy, the privilege of a face-to-face encounter as he walked in the garden. They were rebels, hiding from the presence of God, yet knowing their lives would not make sense without him. They were made to image, or represent, God, and yet now, barely knowing why, they were terrified of his presence.


The paradox of humanity is that we are still, like Adam and Eve, both drawn to God and repelled by him. We are desperate to be closer to our loving Creator, but simultaneously we try to hide from him. Many of us try to hide in activity and busyness, effectively covering over our nakedness and feelings of meaninglessness by subsuming ourselves in family, friends, work and recreation. Just as we both crave and dread peace, stillness and silence, we can long for God’s presence, but we also struggle with genuine prayer.


Attempting to hide from God is a surprisingly popular pursuit. We hide from God in our routines, religiosity, rituals, restlessness. We all hide from God just as Adam and Eve did in Eden. Moses did it when he killed a guard and fled to Midian. Jonah did it, jumping aboard a ship bound for Tarshish. Elijah did it when he cowered in a cave after defeating the prophets of Baal. One thing all these runaways have in common is their failure to escape from God. They could no more hide from God than lose their shadows. Like a toddler hiding her eyes behind her hands and believing she can’t be seen, just because she can’t herself see; like Adam and Eve’s attempt to conceal themselves in God’s own garden – so our efforts to avoid God’s presence are futile.


By choosing to ignore God’s rules, disobey him and then hide from him, Adam and Eve no longer knew God as their friend – they had made him a stranger. And God, by casting them out of the garden, puts distance between him and them – he makes himself a stranger. Not like riled parents who declare they cannot stand to be near their belligerent teenager and dismiss him to his room where he can be out of sight and out of mind. No. More like a doctor who has been in contact with an infectious patient and needs to initiate emergency quarantine procedures. Not that our sin can contaminate God. But it is no longer safe for us to be in the presence of an utterly holy God. The Bible says, ‘God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.’9 The moral purity of God, his white-hot holiness, is not compatible with our sin-stained humanity. Unwittingly, Adam and Eve were jointly Patient Zero in a global pandemic that catches up with even the most apparently innocent. Their defiance triggered a cascade of evil and injustice, and God evacuated them from the garden and removed himself from them in order to protect us.


So where does that leave us? It all seems pretty final. Yet the Bible is filled with visible – albeit mysterious – manifestations of God, or ‘theophanies’. Is God elsewhere, or not? Why does God seem to turn up when his people least expect it, and not to turn up when they desperately need him to?


Is God our ‘ever-present help in times of trouble’, not far from each one of us? Or is he unsearchable, hidden, beyond measure and comprehension, dwelling in unapproachable light? Is he to be feared, or to be welcomed? Is he a friend, or is he a stranger?
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