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For Simon, my sweet boy.


May you listen well and hear the voice


of your Father in heaven,


whose grace you cannot comprehend,


whose love you cannot outrun.
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Introduction



Cacophony and Chaos


If you and I were speaking face-to-face, assuming we were talking at an average volume, our conversation would register at about 60 decibels. A quiet library is 40 decibels, and a whisper, about 30 decibels. At the other end of the spectrum, a crying baby is 110 decibels, and an airplane at takeoff is 140 decibels. I’m not sure of the decibel level of a crying baby on an airplane, but grace and peace to you, young parents. I’ve been there.


The quietest sound a person with average hearing can hear is zero decibels. But there are rooms called anechoic (meaning “no echo”) chambers where silence conquers sound. The quietest place on earth is the anechoic chamber at the Microsoft office in Redmond, Washington. Its decibel reading: –20 decibels. That’s negative twenty decibels. After just a few moments inside, you begin to hear your own heart beating. A few minutes more and you can hear the blood flowing through your body and the grinding of your bones with even the slightest movement. Just a short while in the chamber causes significant disorientation as your eyes see a room but your ears tell your brain that you’re nowhere at all. Hundraj Gopal, the principal designer of the chamber, notes that “Most people find the absence of sound deafening.”1


The deafening absence of sound. What a thought.


We live in a noisy world. This is literally true, as urbanization moves more and more people into congested cities and suburbs and away from the quieter sprawls of rural lands. But it’s even more true in our digital world of media. In the past decade, media consumption has increased by more than 20 percent. The most dramatic shift has come by way of the smartphone. In 2011, the average person spent forty-five minutes a day on their phone. Today, that number is well over four hours, an increase of more than 500 percent.2 For the nearly four billion social media users around the world, much if not most of this time is spent jostling around in the cacophony and chaos of our feeds.


From political pundits, media personalities, and online influencers to armchair social commentators and recreational conspiracy theorists, everyone has something to say, all the time, about everything. This includes you and me. As the comedian Bo Burnham asks, “Is it necessary that every single person on this planet expresses every single opinion that they have on every single thing that occurs all at the same time? Is that, is that, necessary?”3 We laugh. But sadly, the answer seems to be a resounding yes, which is no laughing matter. Our feeds, coupled with the relentless pings of text messages and emails, leave us so accustomed to sound that any hint of quiet or stillness becomes radically disorienting. This is just as true for the Baby Boomer living in a rural Midwestern town as it is for the young digital native living in Silicon Valley. We are all citizens of the age of noise.


So much talking. So little actually being heard.


So much chatter. So little actually being said.


And though there is a disturbing sort of comfort in the noise, we mostly find ourselves exhausted by it. Intuitively, we understand that human beings are not actually made to live this way. We long for sustained quiet to consider the most important things of life and, in turn, give us an effective and meaningful voice in a world of chatter. So the question is, how can we hear well and speak effectively in such an age of noise? For Christians, how are we to hear God through the cacophony and speak good news into the chaos?


A GENTLE WHISPER AND HOLDING ATTENTION


In 1 Kings 19, we read the story of a prophet named Elijah. The story is well known for its oft-quoted verse 12, which tells us that God speaks to Elijah in a “gentle whisper.” More on that in a moment, but first, the backstory. Elijah was a prophet called to speak the truth of God to a culture immersed in idols. In the previous chapter, he confronted the false prophets of Baal, the primary idol of the day. Full of courage and conviction, Elijah stood atop a mountain, one man surrounded by hundreds, and prayed that God would prove himself in the sight of his enemies. In a definitive display of his authority and power, God sent down fire from the heavens, and Elijah slaughtered the false prophets. But then, the pagan queen of the land, Jezebel, in furious response, threatened to hunt down and kill Elijah. “Elijah was afraid and ran for his life” (1 Kings 19:3).


Elijah flees in fear and eventually finds himself on Mount Horeb. This is the same mountain where Moses had encountered God on several occasions during the Exodus story, sometimes called Mount Sinai. On this elevated plain where the divine meets the ordinary, God speaks into Elijah’s fear and exhaustion.




The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. (1 Kings 19:11–12, emphasis added)





Why a “gentle whisper”? God had just sent fire from heaven. This is the same God who’d parted seas and conquered enemies.


Straining to hear the voice of God speak to us in an age of noise, we often find ourselves asking similar questions. Why doesn’t God speak—big and bold? Why doesn’t he shout above the noise in a way that’s undeniable? Why does it seem so often that he’s whispering, if speaking at all?


Many years ago, I found myself substitute teaching a group of second graders. Within minutes, I’d lost control of the room. These tiny little barely humans were running circles around me, screaming and yelling. A veteran teacher happened to walk by, and seeing my despair, she stepped in, calm, cool, and collected. Without saying a word, she stood tall in the middle of the classroom, raised a single hand in the air, and looked intently at the children. One by one the kids settled down and began sitting at her feet. Silence overwhelmed sound. This teacher held their attention not by joining the noisy fray but by transcending it with a calm and quiet presence.


Sometimes calm and quiet is exactly what’s needed to cut through the noise. The twentieth-century theologian H. D. M. Spence describes God’s gentle whisper this way: “Not in fire and sword and slaughter, but by a secret voice speaking to the conscience, will God regain His sway over the hearts of Israel.”4 I’ve come to believe that one of the fundamental reasons why we struggle to hear God speak is because we assume that his voice does and will always be loud and thunderous. We expect God to speak “in fire and sword and slaughter.” We expect volume.


But there is a difference between volume and clarity. Just because something is loud does not mean it’s clear. And though loudness often grabs our attention, it’s clarity that holds our attention. Grabbing attention is transactional. Holding attention is relational. Our social media feeds grab our attention because of their offer of momentary escape. But God longs to speak to us clearly, not loudly, because he longs to hold our attention, not simply grab it; he desires relationship with us, not transaction.


Human attention works in a variety of ways. Imagine yourself walking into a room you believe to be empty. Without notice you hear a sudden “Hello!” You’re startled. This form of attention is merely a reaction; it’s a primal response. When we’re startled, a small handful of neurons travels from the ears up the spine and to the brain in mere tenths of a second and initiates a defensive posture. This same neurological reaction and physiological response has been seen in every observed vertebrate. It’s a baseline, animalistic sort of attention embedded in our DNA as a protective mechanism against threats. But this sort of attention is lost as quickly as it is gained. In other words, the startling auditory cue that grabs our attention rarely sustains and holds it.


But there’s a more complex form of human attention that neuroscientists call top-down attention. Imagine hearing your name from across a noisy room. The auditory cue may have been faint, but it was also distinct. And it was your name. It involves you and therefore elicits an effortful search to find its source. When this happens, neurons travel down the pathway of your brain designed for complex work as you tune out other noises and lean into the distant sound drawing you in. Though the sound may have been a gentle whisper, so to speak, it captivates you and you push your way through the cacophony—the powerful wind, the earthquake, the fire—to find it. The whisper holds our attention.


Author and neuroscientist Seth Horowitz writes, “The richness of life doesn’t lie in the loudness and the beat, but in the timbres and the variations that you can discern if you simply pay attention.”5 What is paying attention if not quieting competing sounds, leaning in, and listening close? This is exactly what God is after. Our inability to hear God isn’t due to God’s silence—he’s speaking. It’s due to the fact that we are not quieting competing sounds, leaning in, and listening close.


So how do we do this? What does this look and sound like in an age of noise?


THE TIMELESS WHISPER HAS BEEN HERE ALL ALONG


I grew up in the church but began genuinely following Jesus in college. After a season of deconstructing faith, I began a slow journey back toward God through a small group of guys I met with every Monday night. During that season of life, I remember hearing God more clearly than at any other time. But his voice was never audible. I never awoke in the middle of the night, like Samuel, hearing my name called from the darkness. There was never a burning bush in the distance, beckoning me to draw near and listen close. His voice was simpler, more accessible, some would even say, more basic. During that season, I began learning to hear God by living a listening life.


That phrase, a listening life, sounds serene and effortless. In reality, it’s anything but. Hearing God requires willful effort, not because God wants to make it hard on us but because God desires our attention, and attention demands that we relinquish all other pursuits. So we listen as an act of will, focusing our minds and hearts. We do this in a variety of ways, but three essential practices are paramount.


As the online personalities rage, prayer orients us toward the timeless voice of God.


As the pundits make their predictions, Scripture offers us the daily voice of God.


As the influencers cry, “See me,” the church reminds us that God sees us.


While you might be thinking that prayer, Scripture, and church community are too simple to resolve the challenges we face, hang with me for a moment. I’m not suggesting that reading a few verses, reciting a handful of formulaic prayers, and going to church a couple times a month is the answer. A disengaged, rote, going-through-the-motions approach to these three practices rarely leads to a life attuned to the voice of God. Consistency and repetition matter, of course. More than that, they’re necessary. We practice, not just think or feel, our way toward hearing God. But in order for prayer, Scripture, and the church to be a means to hearing God, we first need to rethink and reimagine each, particularly in an age of noise.


In the following pages, we’ll explore the challenges we face and how each of these ancient and timeless gifts—prayer, Scripture, church—can lead us to a listening life. But for now, there’s a second issue at hand. Hearing is not enough. God does not speak for us to be inactive or idle. God speaks in order to send us back into the world with something to say.


GO BACK


After God speaks to Elijah in the gentle whisper, he instructs him this way: “Go back the way you came” (1 Kings 19:15). God sends Elijah back into the cacophony and chaos. He calls him back into the fray. God speaks to us in order that we might speak. As the prophet Jeremiah wrote, “The Lord reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, ‘I have put my words in your mouth’” (Jeremiah 1:9).


So what does it take to speak and to be heard in an age of noise? There are a variety of challenges we face, but two in particular—social media and politics—are perplexing and unnerving, especially as they intersect.


With respect to the first, Chamath Palihapitiya, former vice president of user growth at Facebook, recently said, “We are in a really bad state of affairs right now… [Social media] is eroding the core foundation of how people behave by and between each other.”6 Similarly, the writer Jaron Lanier says that within social media, “[we] lose sight of the reality of what [we’re] doing because the immediate power struggle looms larger than reality itself.”7


Criticizing social media may feel like old hat at this point, and that’s fair. Its dangers have been discussed ad nauseam. The problem is that most of us are still addicted. And when it comes to speaking good news, our addiction is shackling us. The word addiction comes from a Latin word that at the time of Jesus was used to describe a person who’d been enslaved by court ruling. In other words, it was the legal term for a slave. Addicts are slaves. And slaves have no voice. Our addiction to scrolling and swiping is stifling our ability to speak and be heard. This is frighteningly true when it comes to politics.


The past several years have been the most challenging I’ve faced in two decades as a pastor. There are several reasons, but political division has been one of the primary culprits. It’s not that we shouldn’t be political. It’s that being political has taken on a whole new meaning in the digital age. Matt Taibbi writes that when it comes to politics, both news and social media “need you anxious, pre-pissed, addicted to conflict. Moreover we need you to bring a series of assumptions every time you open a paper or turn on your phone, TV, or car radio. Without them, most of what we produce will seem illogical and offensive.”8 The mixture of our outrage, cynicism, and tribalism is the fuel that runs the 24/7 news and social media cycles. We energize it and then are in turn exhausted by it.


In large part because our technologies allow us to take out our angst on anyone, anywhere, anytime, an inversion has taken place. We often neglect our local communities, where we have the greatest opportunity to truly be heard, and instead, we yell into the vast expanse of the digital world, pontificating on the national and global issues of the day, all from the safe distance of our screens and devices—though rarely changing anyone’s mind. Social media in particular beckons us to comment on things that aren’t local to an audience that isn’t local, and our voice fades and eventually succumbs to the cacophony. All the while, God calls us to “Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you” (Jeremiah 29:7).


In the latter chapters of this book, we’ll explore these challenges of our culture in greater detail and consider how followers of Jesus can speak into the chaos. To a world on edge, defensive, and hurting, Christians have a responsibility to not only listen to God but also to speak good news in a way that can actually be heard.


Years ago, my friend Dave was studying in a journalism program in New York City. Dave is a big guy, about six foot four with an offensive lineman’s build. One day on the subway, a man he describes as significantly bigger than he is bumbled onto the train, reeking of alcohol, with a brown paper bag in hand. The man began screaming obscenities to no one in particular. His anger steadily built. His belligerence began to edge toward violence. Dave remembers thinking, I don’t think I can take this guy if things get out of control. The other passengers, paralyzed by fear, sat quiet and still, hoping to ignore the threat away. Then, a slight elderly man stood up and walked slowly toward the drunk and began to speak in a voice marked by convicted calm and gentle confidence.


“Are you drinking because you’re sad?” the elder asked.


“What did you say to me!?!” replied the drunk.


“Are you drinking because you’re sad? Because I remember when my wife died, I was so very sad, and I drank a lot. Are you sad?” the elder asked.


The drunk looked at the elder. As their eyes met, rage gave way to grace. Fury gave way to peace. An elderly man stood tall inside of a crowded New York City subway train and offered a new way forward for a fellow man in pain. He spoke good news into brokenness.


In spite of all the noise, God longs to speak and is speaking. But he is speaking so that we might speak in return. He is putting words in our mouths so that we might utter good news into the cacophony and chaos of a world on edge. This is the shared enterprise, the participatory work, the kingdom mission he’s inviting all of us into.


In Jesus’ own words, “Whoever has ears, let them hear” (Matthew 11:15).


May we open our ears to hear God in an age of noise.


May we open our mouths to speak good news into the cacophony and chaos.
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PART I



Listen













One



God’s Timeless Voice amid the Rage of Personalities


“You’re doing the devil’s work.”


That was the subject line of the email. A congregant in our church, soon to leave our church, was furious. In the opening paragraphs he offered diatribe about my failures as a pastor and a leader. He wasn’t totally wrong. Failure, at times, is a regular part of leading. But his critique felt personal, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t hurtful. It was.


But this isn’t about self-pity. By God’s grace, I’ve grown more comfortable in my own skin in recent years. I’ve learned to find confidence in the fact that what God asks of me is faithfulness, not flawlessness, and an important part of faithfulness is leaning into the tension, not away from it, and pastoring into the mess, not around it. Serving and shepherding a local church congregation is a strange and beautiful gift. What made this instance so confusing and alarming was the reason for the anger.


This particular email had to do with our church’s decision to adhere to our county’s gathering regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our elders and leadership team prayerfully considered all options, and in the end, we arrived at the conclusion that maintaining our relationship with county officials, built over many years of serving and engaging for the good of our city, was worth the inconvenience and loss of not gathering in person for a while.


Lots of people left our church, many of them voicing their displeasure on the way out. We grieved but felt a strong conviction that this was the path God was calling us to take. It wasn’t a matter of doctrine or theology. Other churches in our city took a different approach. Some took the county to court and sued them over what they deemed was a violation of religious liberty. We understood the complexity and made clear this wasn’t a matter of orthodoxy for us. We prayerfully supported our friends who made decisions that differed from ours.


What was most perplexing to me about this particular email, though, was that the congregant wasn’t reacting against theologically questionable teaching, a moral failure, or an ethical violation. Instead, we were being accused of perpetrating evil by postponing gatherings during a pandemic.


A while back, a close friend who also serves as a pastor in town texted me, “Smart people are losing their minds.” I haven’t been able to shake that thought. Sometimes I find myself wondering, “Is it just me? Am I missing something? Am I the one losing my mind?” Maybe I am. But I think something more communally destructive is unfolding. It’s not just me. It’s us.


What we see happening in us is the result, in part, of deep cultural shifts. In the last three centuries, as the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution gave rise to modernity and eventually to postmodernity, the modern Western world has shifted to an era of expressive individualism, a phrase first coined by sociologist Robert Bellah and his coauthors in the 1985 book Habits of the Heart. Expressive individualism, “in its purest form, takes the individual, atomized self to be the fundamental unit of human reality. This self is not defined by its attachments or network of relations, but rather by its capacity to choose a future pathway that is revealed by the investigation of its own inner depths of sentiment.”1 This is our world. Infringing on the rights, privileges, desires, and longings of individuals is deemed a violent atrocity. This is not a liberal or conservative reality; it is a modern Western reality.


As such, concepts like authority and communal responsibility have been replaced by values like autonomy and individual rights taken to their extremes. This is why a Christian, when asked to worship remotely due to a public health crisis, can feel not only that their personal autonomy has been violated but also that it is the work of the devil itself. That’s how deep our individualism runs.


We’re here in large part because of the powerful tides of modernity and postmodernity that have been rising for hundreds of years. But we’re here also because in the twenty-first century, the void left in our communities from our turn to individualism has been filled by an age-old phenomenon newly adrenalized by social media and the twenty-four-hour news cycle: the personality.


INTO THE VOID STEPS THE PERSONALITY


Every American born before the late 1990s remembers where they were on the morning of September 11, 2001. I was a college student late for class, rubbing the sleep from my eyes and plodding my way through the typical morning routine. I turned on the television as I brushed my teeth. Peter Jennings, the news anchor, was pale and looked more aged than usual. The reason unfolded quickly. I watched in disbelief. Paralyzed, I choked on the burn of toothpaste down my throat. After rinsing, I settled into the couch for what would become one of the most surreal days of my life, and all our lives.


At the time, the majority of Americans still relied on and trusted three major broadcast news networks. Though cable news was on the rise, ABC, NBC, and CBS made up the big three of televised journalism. Peter Jennings, Tom Brokaw, and Dan Rather were the faces and voices we knew and believed. As author Garrett Graff notes, “They were the closest that America had to national leaders on 9/11. They were the moral authority for the country on that first day.”2 In my early twenties at the time, as I watched and listened to these familiar faces explain the scene unfolding on my screen, I had no doubt that they were telling the truth. But I wonder how many twentysomethings would feel the same way today.


Societal distrust has been on the rise. Half of all Americans believe that fake news is a significant problem in our country3 and that it is the responsibility of journalists to clean up the mess. But more than half of Americans also believe that journalists do not act in the best interest of the public.4 So, there is decreasing trust in journalism and the expectation that journalism must fix the problem, but there is no trust in journalism to do so. This is our contemporary predicament.


Additionally, the development of artificial intelligence and its increasing presence in the digital world is amplifying the problem. In the summer of 2022, Jason Allen won first place in the Colorado State Fair art competition with a piece titled Théâtre D’opéra Spatial, which he created not with a brush and paint but using an AI platform called Midjourney. The backlash was fierce.


In the fall of that year, the popular comedian Joe Rogan released an episode of his long-format podcast called The Joe Rogan Experience, in which he interviews Steve Jobs. The only problem was that Jobs died in 2011, the interview never happened, and the voices heard weren’t actually Rogan or Jobs but digitally generated copies, created by Podcast.ai, yet another AI platform growing in popularity.


In March 2023, Aza Raskin, co-founder of the Center for Humane Technology, signed up on Snapchat under a fake profile, pretending to be a thirteen-year-old girl. Snapchat had recently added an artificial intelligence bot to its platform, and Raskin proceeded to chat with the AI bot, letting it know that “she” had met a thirty-one-year-old man and was planning a secret “romantic getaway out of state.” The bot proceeded to give the “girl” ideas on how to make the trip memorable by “setting the mood with candles or music.”5


We were already struggling to trust what the talking heads were saying. Now we’re faced with the problem of who the talking heads actually are and aren’t and the potential dangers of their influence not only on adults but also on children. “Are they telling the truth?” has devolved into “Are they true?” and “What are their intentions?”


The writer and professor Jon Askonas reminds us that “a shared sense of reality is not natural. It is the product of social institutions that were once so powerful they could hold together a shared picture of the world.”6 But in the digital age, the media—news and social—has taken the place of social institutions, and our attention has become its most cherished commodity. And because the media has found that divisive content, whether false narratives, fake news, or emotionally charged clickbait, is the most effective way to keep us clicking, this new social institution is incentivized to actually work against our shared picture of the world. Our fracturing is the fuel that keeps the machine running. As a result, we find ourselves reeling.


In 1981, a political scientist from Harvard named Samuel Huntington wrote a book called American Politics. The subtitle is telling: Promise of Disharmony. Huntington suggests that every sixty years or so, American society and culture are upended by a surging uprising of what he calls “creedal passion,” his term for describing a widespread “distrust of organized power.”7


The Revolutionary period of the 1770s was a clear and obvious example of this, and every fifty to seventy-five years since, Huntington suggests that there have been similar society- and culture-wide uprisings, from the Jacksonian uprising of the 1820s, to the Progressive Era that began in the 1890s, to the social protest movements of the 1960s. And now the societal devastation of the 2020s.8


These uprisings, also called “moral convulsions” by Huntington, are marked by an overwhelming disgust people feel toward the general state of affairs, deep contempt toward established institutions of power or authority, increasing skepticism toward said institutions, and once fringe groups, generally made up of younger, emerging generations, seizing power through new modes of communication. I’ve not heard a more accurate and vivid description of the social media and twenty-four-hour-news-cycle age.


Into the void steps the personality. It’s fair enough to say that media figures with public platforms have long been regarded as “personalities,” but the degradation of journalistic integrity and widespread mistrust in anything institutional has led to a seismic shift in the sort of personalities rising to prominence today.


As a young child, I was a devoted fan of professional wrestling. I have vivid memories of Hulk Hogan wrestling “Macho Man” Randy Savage at Wrestlemania V in 1989. There was an entire year of buildup before the match: the two rivals formed an unlikely alliance, only for it to implode, leading to their championship grudge match at wrestling’s premiere event. As a ten-year-old, I didn’t know it was all scripted. I believed there was real hatred between these two men and that their match would unfold as a genuine athletic contest. But in reality, Terry “Hulk Hogan” Bollea and Randall “Macho Man” Poffo were actors—personalities—playing parts in a choreographed dance of madness and mayhem.


The former wrestling producer Eric Bischoff writes that although professional wrestling looks “like a staged, choreographed fight between two people who supposedly have an issue, something that they’re fighting over… what you really don’t see is the skill and the art that’s required to engage the third person in that ring. The third person in the ring is the audience.”9


The culture of public personalities today has much more in common with professional wrestling than with previous generations’ iterations of media and journalism. In the modern-day wrestling ring of news and social media, there are heels and heroes, good guys and bad guys, playing parts and putting on performances, and we, the audience, are the third person in the ring.


As the personalities rage on, we are violently thrust back and forth against the ropes, clotheslines to the neck and elbows from the top rope. The noise of panic mongering overruns our feeds, and we find ourselves being thrashed about, flung from one side of any given cultural moment to the other. We end up beaten and battered. We need relief. Something steady and sure. Something anchored. Something timeless. We need what the Bible calls everlasting.


EL OLAM IN THE LAND OF THE PHILISTINES


In Genesis 21, we find an obscure story about Abraham making a covenant agreement with the Philistine king Abimelech, that he might dwell safely in the land of the Philistines with his family. The story tells us that “Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beersheba and called there on the name of the Lord, the everlasting God” (Genesis 21:33 ESV, emphasis added).


The Lord, the everlasting God.


Yahweh El Olam.


The placement of this story and Abraham’s acknowledgment of God’s eternal quality are important and, I believe, intentional. In an earlier part of Genesis 21, Abraham’s wife, Sarah, gives birth to their first son, Isaac. This was the child God had promised them years earlier, and his birth was a miracle. Abraham was one hundred years old, Sarah ninety. The story makes clear that God has a unique plan for this family and for this son in particular.


Then in Genesis 22, God asks Abraham to sacrifice this son who’d been gifted to them. In fact, the one story flows directly into the next.




And Abraham sojourned many days in the land of the Philistines. After these things God tested Abraham and said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” (Genesis 21:34–22:2 ESV)





El Olam, the Everlasting God, promises Abraham and Sarah a child.


Then, El Olam, the Everlasting God, asks Abraham to kill the child.


Abraham experiences the highest high and the lowest low that one can in life—the birth of a long-awaited child and the possible death of that beloved child—within the span of two chapters. And right in the middle of that story, Abraham calls on the name of the Everlasting God.


The gift of life.


Everlasting God.


The sacrifice of life.


This is Genesis 21–22.


Now, going back to the covenant for a moment, Abimelech isn’t a personal name; it’s a generic title given to all Philistine kings in the Old Testament, from the time of Abraham all the way through to the time of King David. So while God has a specific, unique name, the Philistine is given a generic name, akin to simply saying, “the Philistine king,” or “you know, that guy, who was sort of like all the other guys.”


Earthly kings come and go.


God is everlasting.


This too is Genesis 21–22.


Once more, back to the story. The word sojourned, used in Genesis 21:34, is a Hebrew word specifically meaning “to dwell as a foreigner or alien.” Abraham dwells as an outsider in the land of the Philistines, where earthly kings come and go, vanquishing their enemies and flaunting their dominance. Despite the volatility, despite the instability, the everlasting God is with him.


As the people of God today, navigating a landscape laid waste by the calculated rage of personalities—seeming “kings”—we are sojourners through the land of the Philistines. We sense that we don’t belong here. And in one sense, we don’t. This isn’t the world God intended.


But Abraham planted a tamarisk tree as a marker and reminder, before calling on the name of El Olam, the Everlasting God. Theologian Tremper Longman notes that “his planting of the tamarisk tree is a gesture that indicates he will be in the area for a while and that he belongs there.”10 Like Abraham, we plant trees in the land of the modern-day Philistines because we too belong here in a strange, God-ordained way. We plant fruit-bearing trees that will grow slowly and steadily over time in a land torn apart by rage.


We do this in confident hope that while the present is veiled in a faux urgency, the truth is that God is eternal and timeless. We remember the words of the apostle Peter and the psalmist:




But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. (2 Peter 3:8–9)







Lord, you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations. Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the whole world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God… A thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night. (Psalm 90:1–2, 4)





Mathematics tells us that a day in this world is twenty-four hours, nothing more and nothing less. But time in God’s kingdom works differently. This is one of the reasons why time’s relentless and unstoppable march grows increasingly frustrating, even suffocating, as we age—because God has “set eternity in the human heart” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). In our angst, followers of Jesus also find relief from the rage by remembering that eternity is the way.


THE FUTURE IS COMING


I remember one night in March 2020, lying in bed, wide awake, doomscrolling Twitter. The COVID-19 pandemic had just broken out, and we were getting ready for lockdown. In the very early hours of the morning, I found myself in a panic. This is rare for me. But the glowing screen of my phone was telling me that we were now in a dystopia. I got in my car, drove to a grocery store several miles away, and bought as much toilet paper, canned goods, and water as they’d allow. It was something like two o’clock in the morning, and there were long lines in the store. I wasn’t alone.


Eugene Peterson once wrote, “The way we conceive the future scripts the present, gives contour and tone to nearly every action and thought through the day… The Christian faith has always been characterized by a strong and focused sense of future… The practical effect of this belief is to charge each moment of the present with hope.”11 In that early-morning hour, I found myself, along with so many others, standing in line with a full shopping cart because at that moment we conceived the future a particular way.


This is not to downplay the need to plan and prepare. Planning and preparation are needed, of course. But there is a particular way that God’s people do this. We prepare and plan in order to surrender our meager efforts into the capable hands of a God who isn’t confined by human limitations or the limitations of time and space. The people of God dream big, plan responsibly, and then offer all their plans back to God—in that order. This sort of surrender is challenging for a number of reasons, not the least of which is the prevailing myth of human progress.


As recently as the beginning of the twentieth century, the average global life expectancy was about thirty years and even in the wealthiest nations, that number hovered around fifty years. Two hundred years ago, the average global annual income was about US$1,200.12 Progress has undeniably been made. This is something to appreciate and even celebrate, but one of the consequences of this progress is that we’ve come to believe that human flourishing is achieved solely by human intellect, effort, and creativity.
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