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Introduction



I will probably be eighty years old and still introduced as Jay Bakker, son of Jim and Tammy Faye. In my first book, Son of a Preacher Man, I wrote about PTL, my parents, and what it was like to grow up in the shadow of a scandal. In One Punk Under God, a documentary that the Sundance Channel produced about me, you can witness just the beginning of the troubles I had at Revolution, the church I started in Atlanta, as I began to be vocally inclusive of LGBTQ individuals in the church. A couple of years after the documentary aired, I wrote Fall to Grace, which reintroduces my story from the beginning all the way through to my church Revolution NYC in Brooklyn.


This book, however, isn’t about my story—at least not like that.


Instead, this book is a chronicle of my doubt; my doubt about God, about the Bible, about heaven and hell, about atonement, about love, about grace, about relationships, about society, about church, and about theology. And in the end, I believe I’ve discovered something deeper and more lasting than the evangelical framework I inherited from my family and my church.


In this way, I’m nobody special. I’m just a person walking with God, a person who has experienced loss and pain and doubt. I’m just a pastor in New York City trying to find his way, fight for the marginalized, and welcome the outcast. Scandal will follow me forever, and scandal has made me famous, but my goal is to make grace famous. Because grace is nothing if not scandalous.


This is what happened to my thinking when I tried to let grace affect every part of my life, even my doubt. That’s the story of this book—grace as theology and practice.





Chapter 1



Walking with the Unknown God



Love is the infinite which is given to the finite.


—Paul Tillich, The New Being




1 God is good, all the time.


All the time, God is good.


Do you ever stop to consider some of the things people say about God?


How great is our God.


Our songs and prayers, often filled with worn phrases and clichés—do we consider what they sound like to those who are unfamiliar with them?


Ascribe glory to the living God.


Are we thinking about what they really mean? Or do we just assume that if we grew up saying them, if our pastors and leaders say them, they must be meaningful?


Lately I’ve grown aware of these phrases. I’ve tried to hear them as if I’d never heard them before. And I’ve realized that, for me, the questions they bring up are more concerning than the answers they supposedly give. I am beginning to doubt the benefit in our definitive statements about God. The more people say God is something, the more I find myself saying God isn’t.


2 God is everywhere, and I don’t mean in that mystical, as-close-as-your-very-breath way. There are Gods everywhere you go. I’m capitalizing “God” when I use it this way because no one thinks that their God is just “a” god. This is not everyday idolatry, like “money” or “football.” My dad used to preach a sermon that archaeologists would someday say about us, “What beautiful temples you built for your gods!” and they’d be talking about shopping malls and sports stadiums.


I’m not talking about shopping or sports.


This is dead serious, I-think-my-God-is-the-God idolatry. This is true idolatry.


There are hundreds of Gods—every nation, religion, denomination, culture, and family has them. And everyone calls their God “God.” On street corners and television stations, people try to sell you on their God. They aren’t secretive about it. They don’t hint. They say outright that “God told me this” and “God doesn’t like that” and “That’s not of God.” And if they are crazy enough, their sayings make it on YouTube and into the hands of bloggers and tweeters with their hashtag battles and flame wars—with little thought about what’s actually being said on either side. Everyone’s really just saying, “Well, my God…”


3 Consider this popular idea: you and another person just happen across each other with what seems like perfect timing, but it’s not just a coincidence, right? It’s a God thing. A moment that God ordained. This good, important meeting feels like destiny to you. Say you meet some Christian on an airplane who gets you a great deal on insurance. You’re thinking, What a God moment!


But what does it mean to someone who isn’t familiar with “a God moment”? It sounds like God’s in the business of setting up meet-and-greets between wealthy Americans while ignoring the genocide raging in Darfur, the millions around the world living without clean water, the babies dying from malnutrition, and the drunks who get in cars and crash into new parents on their way home from the hospital.


Have we thought about what it says about God that God can arrange “moments” but fails to prevent catastrophe? What kind of God is that?


4 So these are our Gods:






God who wants me to have everything, from the perfect kids to the perfect 401(k) amount when I retire.


God who makes me feel guilty about my running water and functioning electricity and makes me wonder why I’m not feeding children somewhere in a desert.


God who wants me to be a manly man and hunt and fish and look lustfully at my wife.


God who wants me to vote Republican and fight abortion and win wars.


God who wants me to camp out with college students and fight The Man over injustice.


God who is angry and wants me to repent of my filthy sins or be sent to hell.


God who has a spouse in mind for me if only I keep myself a virgin.


God who has a plan for my life and wants me to be—I don’t know—driven by purpose.


God who causes natural disasters to warn us of our sin.







Hidden behind all these Gods is, I suspect, a reflection of our own prejudices, our inherent selfishness. When the old, beat-up family van starts in the morning, we say, “Thank you, Jesus!” (because we know we should have had the oil changed weeks ago). But when it breaks down in the middle of the day, we say “Why, God? What am I doing wrong?” (as if we’ve forgotten about the oil change we should have gotten). As if God is up in the sky looking down and, upon seeing our sin, decides to break down the van, hoping we’ll connect the two and shape up and fly right.


One moment, I think that God is blessing me. Look at everything going my way. Next moment, I think that God must be unhappy with me, ’cause look at all the crap happening in my life.


We’re convinced that the events of our lives are both our fault and not our fault. We use language that invokes meaning in the smallest of circumstances. “I’m so blessed right now” or “the enemy is really attacking me” or “God must be trying to get my attention.” Everything turns out to be a cosmic message to us from God—do this, don’t do this, go there, don’t go there.


And this self-centered view of God plays itself out in a cosmic way for many evangelicals. God is a loving father who says, “Sure do love you, but if you don’t love me in return, I’m afraid I’m going to have to take you out back and beat you to death. For eternity. This is justice. Trust me. Even though I created you good, you screwed it up, and that makes you deserving of my judgment more than being created in my image makes you deserving of my mercy.”


5 These Gods are so much like us that I wonder if we may be using them to excuse our own actions. Blaise Pascal wrote that God created us in his own image, and we returned the favor. So if we are angry, we create the angry God. If we are rich, we create the wealthy God. If we are conservative, the conservative God. If we are liberal, the liberal God.


God hates what we hate.


God loves what we love.


And so the same contradictions found in our ideas are found in our God.


The rich God wants you to be rich, but he must have forgotten to tell Jesus, who told the rich to sell all they had and give it to the poor.


The permissive God—you know, who allows things to happen according to his will—doesn’t make much sense unless rape is somehow God’s will.


The God of war? Well, it’s hard to tell his reasons for choosing which wars are just. Why Iraq and not Darfur? Why turn a blind eye to Rwanda? It’s funny how this God chooses sides but never seems to tell each side which was chosen.*


The pro-life/pro-death-penalty God is concerned about unborn children until that child commits a capital crime. It’s all about the timing with this God. You’re not saved by works, but works will get you fried.


6 And so we plead with God to find our keys, to be delivered from addiction, to be healed from cancer, and what happens when we get it? What about your brothers and sisters begging and crying out for God to save them? Why would God answer your prayers and not theirs?


Some say it’s a mystery.


Some say it’s just action and reaction; life isn’t fair.


What if the cancer comes back, your keys have to be replaced, or your addictions linger? I’ve heard people explain how God could be so disappointing by saying—it’s our fault. We didn’t have enough faith. God must only do things when we believe hard enough. That’s why God doesn’t act on our behalf.


But tragedy is just that—tragic. And when we search for explanations, we end up not allowing ourselves to ask the questions about God that we want to ask.


Why isn’t God showing up?


Why isn’t God doing anything?


Where is God?


These are questions that “it’s a mystery” and “you didn’t have enough faith” don’t answer. And they are questions we must be free to ask.


7 The God I was raised with was very particular about the things you did and did not do. My life was about how to please God, how to get God’s approval. So either I was doing and not doing the right things and God was happy, or I was sinning and God was disappointed in me.


God, of course, was always disappointed with me.


This God broke me. Not like you might hear, “I’m broken, a broken vessel, use me Lord,” but I was actually broken; a mistake, a mess-up, an irregular.


So when I first heard about the God of love, I couldn’t believe it. Grace? Love? Mercy? Forgiveness? These didn’t make sense. God, as I understood him, wanted me to not look at pornography and not listen to secular music. God wanted me to not steal, to not lie to my parents, to obey my parents even when they were wrong.


But then I was confronted with the idea that God loves me just the way I am, and not the way I should be. That I was accepted, period. Who is this God? I wondered.


I didn’t know this God. I knew the disappointed God, the micromanaging-my-behavior God. I didn’t know the God of grace.


But I wanted to.


8 I shouldn’t have been surprised by the God of love.


Jesus says that the greatest commandment is to love God and love your neighbor as yourself. Of course, his hearers asked, “Who is our neighbor?” perhaps thinking that Jesus would give a nice, manageable boundary like fifty feet, but Jesus says that your enemy is your neighbor. Do good, Jesus says, to those who persecute you.


Jesus tells his disciples on the night he is betrayed that his one command for them is to love each other as he has loved them. And then he gives his life for them. “No one has greater love than this,” he says, “than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Love until it kills you because sometimes that’s what love does.


I shouldn’t have been as surprised as I was by this God of love, but I’d lived too long with other Gods.


9 In the book of Acts, Paul goes to Athens and is distressed by the many idols in the city. He looks around and he sees Gods all over the place.* So Paul meets the Athenians up on the Areopagus (which the Romans later called Mars Hill) and he tells them, “I see how extremely religious you are in every way. For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.”*


This unknown God, Paul says, does not live in shrines made by human hands nor is he served by human hands. God is not gold or silver, stone or image, formed by the art or imagination of any mortal.


He tells them that God, the one who made the world and everything in it, who gives everyone life and breath and all things, is the unknown God.


10 Paul writes a passage to the Corinthians you just might have heard before—maybe someone’s told you about it. It’s pretty groovy. It’s 1 Corinthians 13. People read it at weddings. But Paul had no thought of it being applied to weddings. Back then, marriage was about property and ownership and it was nothing like today’s exchanging of rings, vows, and proclamations of love. Paul wasn’t thinking, you know, one day marriage will be revolutionized and this is going to be the scripture they read 98 percent of the time. He would have copyrighted it if he had known. Imagine the royalty checks right there for the Tarsus family heirs.


Instead, Paul is inspired by this command of Jesus to love one another, and he goes on a rant about how useless everything else is without love.



If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.*





11 Try this sometime—put in “God is love” on Twitter or Facebook and see what happens.


Sure, but that’s just one aspect of God’s personality.†


God has many attributes.


God is holy.


God is just.


God is truth, and truth hurts.


God is a God of wrath.


Love is not the only attribute of God.


Love is not God.


I understand it’s not easy to think of God as love. It seems impossible to love all people. Some people I have trouble loving. I honestly wish their tongue would fall out to the glory of God so that they’ll stop saying such ridiculous things in the name of Christianity. We all have to work every day to love some people. And sometimes love itself is miserable. You try to love, to never leave, to never forsake, and it all falls apart anyway.


But look what Paul is doing in this passage. It’s almost as if he’s describing God.


Tongues of mortals and angels?


Prophetic power?


All mysteries and knowledge?


Removing mountains?


Giving away all one’s possessions and handing over one’s body?


He’s saying that even with all of the powers of God, without love, it is nothing.


Without love, Christ’s death on the cross is nothing.


Not “without holiness.”


Not “without wrath.”


Not “without truth.”


Without love.


This isn’t a mysterious love that might twist around and become wrath, either. Paul explains it as patient and kind, not rude or boastful or arrogant. It does not insist on its own way, it is not irritable or resentful. It keeps no record of wrongs.


I don’t see how we can credit God with these attributes of holiness and justice and wrath and vengeance. I am not convinced by those who say we have to accept the tension between love and wrath, grace and holiness; that we have to take this on faith, have it remain a mystery. Because Paul clearly says that while faith and hope remain, the greatest of these is love. Love, Paul says, trumps everything. Without love, everything else is nothing.


12 It’s easy to read this scene on the Areopagus as Paul introducing the Athenians to the unknown God so they can now think of this God as known, but what if Paul isn’t contradicting the unknown part? What if Paul is saying that this unknown God is the God of all things and cannot be known?


You can’t wrap your mind around this God.


You can’t get this God under your thumb.


You can’t imagine this God on your side.


13 Right before Paul talks about love, he talks about unity.


“If all were a single member, where would the body be?…. The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you,’ nor again the head to the feet, ‘I have no need for you.’ ”* Paul says that the weaker members of the body are actually indispensable, that the less honorable are clothed with honor—which is completely backward from what you’d expect. “If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.”*


Once we feel we have figured God out, we start to pull away from others who disagree with our God—who is so much like us. We start to separate, to form different groups around our understanding of God. We stop admitting that we are together, that we are what Paul described as one body.


But when we think we know the secret—that we are the ones with the Batphone, so when Gotham’s in trouble, they’re going to call us—we end up being a foot that thinks it’s a body and a hand that thinks it’s a body. We think we are preserving The Way and The Truth.


But by simply subscribing to one particular idea, we are missing the point.


If we have faith to remove mountains, but have not love—


If we can speak in all tongues, but have not love—


If we give everything away, but have not love—


Somewhere along the way, we got focused on who does what with their genitals and forgot about love.


14 I wonder if it is beside the point to place blame when the keys are missing or found, when the van breaks down or miraculously starts, when someone dies or is healed of cancer. Those things happen. As they happen, I have found that we can discover God by choosing to love others in the midst of it. Instead of looking for the God of punishment or the God of blessing—instead of trying to find God in the circumstances, what if God is found in the love between us?


Theologian Paul Tillich says that love “creates something new out of the destruction caused by death; it bears everything and overcomes everything. It is at work where the power of death is strongest, in war and persecution and homelessness and hunger and physical death itself.”


It is love that took Jesus to the cross.


Without love, our circumstances are meaningless.


But when we love, we make our circumstances meaningful.


Love is at work where the power of death is strongest. And so we don’t have to invent new Gods. We don’t have to mystify God’s purposes. Whatever destruction is caused by death, God is for love. God is love.


This God is everywhere, in fact, in that mystical as-close-as-your-very-breath kind of way. Paul even quotes Epimenides, a Cretan philosopher, that in God “we live and move and have our being.” This God does not live in shrines made by human hands nor is he served by human hands. This God is not gold or silver, stone or image, formed by the art or imagination of any mortal. God is instead everywhere.


So how do we love this God, this unknown, mysterious love, who is everywhere and in whom we live and move and have our being? Saint Augustine asks in his Confessions, “What then do I love, when I love my God?” I ask that same question, and the answer I get is: my neighbor, my enemy. No wonder Jesus framed those two commandments as one. When we love others, we are loving God.





Chapter 2



Doubting Faith



Serious doubt is confirmation of faith.


—Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith




1 Things change.


When I was a kid my sister had a record player—it had these glowing lights that shone all around like a disco ball. She’d listen nonstop to Boy George. Then we moved to cassettes, and you could actually record your own music or capture songs off the radio. Years later, I bought my first CD, Tougher Than Leather. That’s Run DMC, for you kids. I didn’t have a CD player, so I sat for a few years without being able to listen to it. I’d just stare at the cover, knowing that there was good music somewhere inside. After that there was the Discman, where you could listen to a CD in the car, with skip protection and extremely important things like that. Now hundreds of hours of music all fit on my phone.


Things change.


I find as a Christian, though, that I’ve been conditioned to resist change. Christians, it seems, are extremely slow to respond to change. We don’t want to ever have been wrong. We want our theology to be something that has lasted for ages and will last for ages. We want the Bible to be easy to understand and simple to interpret and we want it to hold universal truth for all times and places without anyone needing special training or lenses through which to view it. We want a “firm foundation” that is earthquake-proof.


But if history tells us anything, it’s that our faith has been used to justify terrible things. Yet it has also been a force for love and acceptance and equality. It all depends on how you read it, what you expect from it, and how willing you are to embrace change.


2 A blogger once took apart my arguments in my last book line by line, and I was left feeling exactly like what he said I was: biblically illiterate, wrong, a heretic. He used Bible verses and everything.


When I read his blog, I asked myself, Why do I even believe all of this? Why do I persist in preaching or trying to figure out God and Jesus? I’m going to keep getting ripped apart by some guy who’s got his own blog.


It’s not easy, I guess, being a people-pleasing radical.


I was scheduled to speak the next Sunday at church, and I was also making some appearances that week to promote the book. But all I could think about was this guy tearing my faith to shreds. I should quit this whole thing, I thought, and just fade into the background. Open a record store. Become a VCR repairman. (Ever see those late-night infomercials back in the day? “Go to school to become a VCR repairman!” Bet those guys are kicking themselves right now.)


I’m constantly battling the idea of giving up. It’s not necessarily because I’m tired. It has much more to do with the fact that I’m not sure I believe anymore. My faith, religion, and beliefs have changed through the years. From my upbringing in the Pentecostal church to now, I have changed a lot. And there’s also a lot of things that haven’t changed, but that I’ve finally been able to give words to—things that I’ve felt deep down for a long time but never been able to process because I was told they were off limits or outside of orthodoxy.


They call this doubt. It’s the sense that faith is crap, life is meaningless, there is no God, the Bible is a fraud, Jesus was just a charismatic man turned mythological figure if he existed at all, and the best we can do in this life is to ward off death as long as possible.


Doubt. It was a bad word growing up.


3 I googled the word “doubt.” Google, the great Bible lexicon and Greek dictionary of our times. The first thing I found was James 1:6–8. James is the best book in the New Testament if you’re feeling like getting punched in the face. He’s always so encouraging.


But ask in faith, never doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind; for the doubter, being double-minded and unstable in every way, must not expect to receive anything from the Lord.



Shit.


After that, everything else Google gave me? Websites with clouds and gold crosses and purplish-red backgrounds all saying that doubt is bad, that our faith should be pure and blind and childlike. This didn’t help.


I’m wondering if Christianity is true, wondering why I still care, and the solution to my doubt is to just stop doubting and have a pure and blind faith? The answer to doubt is “stop it”?


But doubt isn’t the disease. It’s a symptom. If I were wondering if there’s any reason to not get completely drunk, it doesn’t help to be told I shouldn’t drink because drinking is bad. I know that for me drinking would be a terrible idea. I also know it dulls the pain for a while.
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