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      Praise For
THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD


      “Darin Hufford has crafted a beautiful narrative that meshes spiritual memoir with biblical exposition. In THE MISUNDERSTOOD

         GOD he presents a Lord that countless Christians have never met, yet the One Scripture describes as the embodiment of relentless

         Love. This is a marvelous book.”

      


      —Frank Viola, author of From Eternity to Here, Reimagining Church, and (with George Barna) Pagan Christianity


      “If you have ever struggled with the schizophrenic, seemingly contradictory notions of how this God of love is often portrayed

         as an angry taskmaster, full of rules and judgment, THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD will make refreshing sense out of all the religious

         nonsense. This book scratches where The Shack caused you to itch.”

      


      —Brad Cummings, collaborator on The Shack


      “This book thrusts the reader into an absolute ‘no spin’ zone. Masks of hypocrisy, pretension, and religious folly are ripped

         away while exposing the reader to the exhilaration of unmitigated spiritual freedom. This book is reserved for those committed

         to serious inquiry of truth—others need not apply.”

      


      —Raymond E. Meadors, PhD, licensed clinical psychologist, Denver, Colorado


      “THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD will help you draw closer to God, know who you are in God, and as a result enhance every one of your

         relationships. Don’t wait to read this book—it will change every relationship in your life for the better.”

      


      —Tim Hallmark, sports performance and fitness trainer


      “THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD is the perfect sister-book to The Shack. I carry them together. Darin Hufford shows readers that they’ve known the truth all along. This book puts into words the

         things inside my heart that I’ve felt for over sixty years but couldn’t get out. I feel liberated after having read THE MISUNDERSTOOD

         GOD.”

      


      —Clinton R. Davis, Hollywood, California


      “Finally! A book that tells everything I’ve always known in my heart about who God is but have never been able to put into words for

         myself. Chapter by chapter, the weights of rejection, worthlessness, unfulfilled expectations, and bold-faced lies were lifted

         and replaced with the simple yet powerful truth of who He is—Love—and in that there is security!”

      


      —Heather Van Leuven, Phoenix, Arizona


      “I only wish I had this book thirty-five years ago. If I had known, when I was young, about the true love of God maybe I wouldn’t

         have made so many mistakes. It was absolutely like breathing 100 percent pure oxygen for the first time. This book truly shows

         the actual heart of God. My whole outlook on life has changed since this encounter. I will truly never be the same.”

      


      —Jan Cox, Hobbs, New Mexico


      “I will definitely be reading this book more than once. As I read it, I found myself reading the same sentence over and over

         and out loud sometimes because I couldn’t help myself! I had to make myself put it down today, I want to be able to really

         let these things soak in—I totally get it.”

      


      —Jana Guild, Phoenix, Arizona


      “THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD gives back life to those who lost it for many years in their Christian walk. Darin Hufford shows the

         reader the true face and heart of God. He reintroduces us to a Father who loves us and in return we want to love. When you

         read this book, you will never be the same.”

      


      —Heather Bean, Cowboy Junction Church, Hobbs, New Mexico


      “There is not a more insightful and heart-moving book on the love of God than THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD. This book has influenced

         the way I look at God, people, and ministry altogether.”

      


      —Marion Logan, Honolulu, Hawaii


      “I encourage all to read this book. No matter how long you have been a Christian or how deep you feel you are in the ministry,

         this book will leave you knowing God in an intimate way you never thought possible.”

      


      —Carol Martin-Dryden, Sydney, Australia


      “Is it possible that buried deep beneath the logic of religion there is a God you have not yet met or experienced? THE MISUNDERSTOOD

         GOD tells the story of one man, Darin Hufford, who had to unlearn virtually everything he had been taught about God in order

         to find true spiritual peace and freedom.

      


      “Teilhard de Chardin wrote, ‘Someday, after we have mastered the wind, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness

         for God the energies of love. And then, for the second time in the history of the human race, we will have discovered fire.’

         Darin Hufford has discovered this fire in THE MISUNDERSTOOD GOD by masterfully unpacking three profound words: God is love.

      


      “If you are willing to set aside what you think you already know about God, this may be one of the most important books you’ll

         ever read.”

      


      —Jim Palmer, author of Divine Nobodies and Wide Open Spaces
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      First, to the one who inspires everything I do. Through my love for my wonderful wife, Angie, I hear the whispers of God Himself.

            You are my world and my life. I love you.


      Also, to my four precious daughters Landin, Sidney, Emma, and Eva, and my son, Jude. There are simply no words to describe

            the love I have for you. You are the total sum of who I am.
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      The Lie We Were Told


      If you think there’s any good in you, you better hold on for your life because God’s about to knock you off your throne and

         expose the truth of how wicked you really are.”

      


      “Amen!” The crowd egged him on, showing their approval by raising their hands as if to say, “It’s happened to me, and I liked

         it!”

      


      “He’s not gonna share His glory with you or anyone else!”


      “Preach it!” came a voice from somewhere in the front row. I strained to see who it was, but the lady with the beehive hairdo

         was sitting right in front of me.

      


      “God is God, and the sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be, and if He’s got to take one of your children home

         to get your attention—He’ll do it!”

      


      “That’s right—yes He will,” came another voice, while a few others nodded their heads really big and clapped their hands.

         This time I didn’t have to strain to see who it was because it was the beehive lady herself saying it. Her husband put his

         big arm around her and pulled the frail, nice-smelling lady close to him as if to protect her and keep her warm at the same

         time. I sank down in my seat, hoping that no one was looking our way.

      


      The images of the old church that I grew up in have been indelibly etched into my mind. The smell of the sanctuary, the depressed

         lighting that the sun made through the stained-glass windows, even the texture of the fabric on the pews has been forever

         stamped into my psyche. I think about it at the oddest times. I’ll be driving down the road or shopping in the grocery store,

         and something will remind me of that time in my life. I didn’t like visiting God’s house. It was always sad there. It seemed

         like we were always in trouble. My mother was always shushing me no matter what I said. I really hated that. Even when I whispered really quietly she would say, “Shhhhh,” like I was being

         too loud. I really did not like growing up in church, but that’s where all our friends were so I figured that’s why we did

         it too.

      


      The God they told me about was not someone I would want to be friends with. I remember thinking how unfortunate it was that

         we had to “love” Him in order to go to heaven. It reminded me of when Bobby Kendal got the new GI Joe helicopter. Everyone

         hated Bobby because he was a jerk, but we all acted like we liked him so he’d let us fly our GI Joes around in it. Otherwise

         we were left to tying them to the back of our bikes and watching them tumble and scrape across the dirt as we rode through

         the desert. Sometimes that was better anyway. It looked so lifelike when they flipped and fell all over while being towed

         through rocks and potholes. Especially when accompanied with the moaning and screaming sound effects that every kid had mastered.

         I always felt like a sellout when I played with Bobby because I didn’t want to be there. He knew it and I knew it. It was

         all about those toys he had. In the end, we all preferred the bike-pull to the helicopter anyway.

      


      Was trying to make God think we liked Him even worth it? How bad could hell be anyway? Was it really as hot as they said?

         How could they know that for sure? It didn’t seem like a very fair choice, if you ask me. If God really wanted to know if

         we loved Him, why didn’t He create two heavens and see whether we’d choose the one with Him in it? Burning for eternity if

         we didn’t choose to go live with Him seemed like a stacked deck. Perhaps He knew we wouldn’t choose Him, just as Bobby Kendal

         knew we wouldn’t play with him unless he brought his toys. Whatever the reason, it was obvious to me that God needed a personality

         makeover if He ever wanted people to play with Him.

      


      I said a “sinner’s prayer” when I was seven, and I was baptized a year later. I did both because it seemed to make my mother

         happy; plus, some of the other kids in our church were doing it. I remember the water was really warm, and it was neat being

         up in front of everybody. Right before dunking me, the pastor asked me if I loved God. Without hesitation I said, “Jesus,”

         and then smiled at the audience. I knew by then that Jesus was the safe answer to just about any question in church. I said

         it again, a little confused as to why everyone was chuckling. Then down I went, under the water, and out I came. I was tempted

         to come up and say “Marco,” but I knew my mother would shush me again. They said I was a new person after that, but I felt

         pretty much the same.

      


      That question, “Do you love God?” started haunting my mind when I got home that night. It wasn’t the question that bothered

         me so much as the answer. My answer was no. I didn’t even like Him. I was doing this because I didn’t want to go to hell.

         I was always a bit perplexed as a child when I overheard the adults talking about how much they loved God. What’s there to love? I thought. He’s never satisfied, He wants all the glory, He likes it when we cut ourselves down, He threatens to kill our

         children, He wants all our money, and He’d light us on fire and feed us to spiders if we didn’t give it to Him. What was there

         to love?

      


      Truthfully, He reminded me of Charlie’s dad. Charlie was my best friend in the third grade. His dad was an alcoholic who was

         unpredictable. One day he’d come home happy and playful, and then at the drop of a hat he would go into a rage and destroy

         everything in his path. I spent the night at Charlie’s house once and then never again. The God I grew up with must have had

         a drinking problem, I thought. One week the preacher would plead with us in that quivery about-to-cry voice, saying, “Don’t

         you know that God loves you?” and the next week he’d slam his hand down on the podium and tell us, “There’s nowhere to hide

         from the wrath of God.” Either God needed to visit the Betty Ford Clinic or something was terribly wrong with our view of

         Him.

      


      I said the “sinner’s prayer” they told me to say, and I did my best to jump through the hoops and follow the rules, but I

         always felt like I was missing something or like I was always one step behind everyone else in the church. By the time I was

         twenty-five years old, I was following the picture-perfect Christian path. I did everything they told me to do in order to

         know God. I read my Bible for hours and hours each day. I spent countless hours praying and calling out to Him. I attended

         every church service faithfully and gave thousands of dollars in the offering. I even went to Bible college and studied theology.

      


      Eventually I was even hired as a pastor by a well-known megachurch. This was something I had never even dreamed of. I soon

         began preaching at conferences, churches, and seminars everywhere. I was really good at presenting the gospel, but I was becoming

         increasingly agitated with my failing religion. In spite of my formula-driven life, I was still empty and unhappy. About a

         month after I became a pastor, I held my own conference in Phoenix, Arizona.

      


      Losing My Religion


      It was the opening evening of my conference. The auditorium began to fill with people who had traveled from all parts of the

         country. And there was a line at the registration table surrounded by clusters of people wearing nametags and holding conference

         schedules. Many were from my new congregation. Others had arrived in groups on their church buses.

      


      In a little room behind the curtains on the stage, I sat waiting to go on. I’d often sit in this secluded corner to collect

         my thoughts and pray beforehand. It also allowed me to watch people. I confess that many times I’d skip singing along in worship

         just to watch.

      


      As I observed the people, I began to notice there was something familiar about the looks on the faces of this crowd. It was

         a mix of anticipation and hopeless disappointment. If I had to guess, I’d say it was about 10 percent expectation and 90 percent

         disappointment. These people were clearly disappointed by something far deeper than the uncomfortable seating and the cheap

         nametags. This look was something I personally recognized because I saw it in my own eyes every morning while I was standing

         in front of the mirror.

      


      They had the look of people who’d been sold a religion that didn’t work.


      They’d been deceived into buying a product that didn’t live up to its claims. They were here to find out what went wrong.

         Why wasn’t it working? What part were they missing? Had they misinterpreted the instruction manual? Why didn’t it work like

         the picture showed on the box? Perhaps if they were lucky, they might find that mystery clamp that was supposed to hold everything

         together at this seminar and a fastener at the next. But history had proven to them that it was very unlikely this conference

         would be any different than the others they had attended. They stood there, these beautiful people, with laminated nametags,

         their class schedules, and their hands in the air, trying to be faithful, positive Christians. In their hearts, however, they

         were skeptically watching another Christian infomercial that would most likely fall short of its exaggerated claims.

      


      The last thing these precious people needed was another sermon full of empty promises and quick-fix formulas. By now, they

         had heard it all. They’d already tried everything they’d been taught, and they came up empty. It was clear that they had entered

         the religious world of self-loathing where, rather than question the system, they just blamed themselves to death.

      


      As the worship portion ended, I nervously approached the stage. I’d determined to ask a single question of everyone in the

         room. It was a question that would change the entire course of my ministry and the lives of many around me. Had I known the

         mess it would create in so many lives, I might have decided to stay quiet. This one question marked the beginning of a journey

         and the beginning of the end of my career in the ministry.

      


      I approached the podium. I could see them waiting for me to say something, anything, that would convince them this conference

         wasn’t going to be just another confirmation of their deepest disappointments. After asking them to be completely honest while

         they bowed their heads and closed their eyes, I cleared my throat and asked,

      


      “How many of you are afraid of the Rapture?”


      I stepped back from the microphone to scan the quiet auditorium. My heart almost stopped. To my great horror and amazement,

         almost every hand in the building went up.

      


      Now, allow me to inform you that this was not a group of baby Christians who needed a little more guidance and encouragement

         in their spiritual journeys. These people were the active heart of their churches. Many were pastors, deacons, children’s

         workers, and leaders of prayer teams and Sunday school classes who had come with their groups. Many people from my own congregation

         were there as well, and the majority were people who grew up in church.

      


      My next question picked up whoever wasn’t taken in by the first question. I asked, “How many of you feel you’ve basically

         been miserable for the largest part of your Christian life?”

      


      It was a large auditorium, so I can’t be sure. But I couldn’t see a single person in that building without their hand up!

         Imagine. Every Christian present admitted he or she was afraid of the return of Jesus Christ and basically miserable. The

         very thing I had suspected from childhood about the religion I’d grown up in was about to be confirmed.

      


      For the next hour of our conference, we started down a path of total honesty. We began to frankly ask questions that had been

         begging for answers the majority of our Christian lives. I’m talking about those questions that would make you feel almost

         pagan if you were to voice them aloud. Those secret questions that Christians wouldn’t dare admit they have, because doing

         so would almost certainly be misconstrued as faithlessness. We trod through all of those questions and came up with a conclusion

         that was both startling and simple. Maybe we weren’t the first ones to discover this, but we may have been the first Christians

         to recognize it and not lose our faith because of it. Our conclusion that day was:

      


      We have been lied to about God.


      Who He is, what He is like, what He wants from us, and how He relates to us. How He responds to us, what He expects from us,

         His heart for us, His purpose for us, His desires, and, most of all, His love for us. About all of these things, we’d accepted

         contradicting lies that simply didn’t add up. The terrifying fact is that God’s true heart is basically unknown by many of

         the very people who claim to know Him best. And yet, somehow we had all believed the lies. We weren’t going through and replacing

         our skewed theology point by point with the real truth. In fact, we weren’t even claiming to know the truth. On this particular

         day our revelation was one of common sense. The things we had been taught simply did not add up. They couldn’t be right because

         they contradicted themselves at every point.

      


      We weren’t gloating over this realization. In fact, we felt foolish. We felt like the woman who suddenly finds out her husband

         has been cheating on her for years with her best friend.

      


      How could we have missed it?


      I suppose every Christian plays his or her part in keeping the lie covered and alive. We do it by lying to others and ourselves

         about things like our faith, our victory, and our passion. We learn the lingo so we’ll fit in with the crowd, and then we

         just go with the flow. We follow the religious rules of political correctness and keep our questions to ourselves—because

         questions can appear rebellious.

      


      Maybe it’s a matter of peer pressure for most of us. Who wants to face the obvious comebacks we are sure to get if we ask

         why it’s not working? You know what I’m talking about. The “stock” Christian answers we get when people don’t know what else

         to say. “You need to be in the Word,” or “You must have secret sin in your life,” or “You just need to spend more time in

         prayer,” or the ever-popular “You just need to give it to God.” These comebacks all imply personal failure or a lack of commitment.

         They are designed to shut you up so you won’t be tempted to ask confrontational questions that the people who say them don’t

         have the answers to.

      


      We have been lied to about God.

      


      I’m not suggesting that our church leaders met secretly and concocted these lies in order to suffocate us spiritually. I’m

         simply stating that over the course of years, we have veered away from truth and swallowed lies.

      


      I would like to give you the first accurate prediction concerning the timing of Christ’s return that will actually prove to

         be right. There are thousands of authors and preachers who have tried to predict the timing of the Second Coming, and so far,

         all of them have been wrong. My prediction will be the first to come true: Jesus Christ is not returning anytime soon!

      


      Imagine being a groom on your wedding day, and just before you go out to meet your bride, someone comes to you and informs

         you that they found her hiding in a broom closet in absolute terror of your coming. Would you want to come to that? There

         is no doubt in my mind that until we get a right revelation of who God is, Jesus Christ will not be coming. He wants His bride

         to rejoice at the trumpet sound, not scream in terror.

      


      Something must be clearly wrong with how we see our God if this is how the majority of Christians think. What is supposed

         to be the most beautiful day of all to Christians has been used against us to the point where we now live in fear of its arrival.

      


      We have been lied to about God.

      


      I can sit through two hours of Christian television and watch six sermons in a row. Each sermon directly contradicts the others,

         and no one even questions it. An evangelist will come to our church and preach a sermon on how God will never leave us or

         forsake us, and sixty seconds later he follows up with an insinuation that He just might. We listen to teachings on God’s

         promises and how they are a free gift, followed by a list of things we must do in order to earn them. There are between thirty

         and forty thousand different Christian denominations, each contradicting the others in some way. Logic alone would dictate

         that it is next to impossible to know God by way of church teachings.

      


      Our religion today, with its promises and testimonies, reminds me of a group of grandmothers exchanging their latest old wives’

         tales and swearing by them to their dying day. With each generation the tale gets a little more embellished and exaggerated,

         until finally we are left with a religion that bears no resemblance to the truth and teachings that tell about a God who never

         existed.

      


      I am quickly coming to believe that this is the first time in history that people outside the church have shown more signs

         of knowing God’s heart than do the people within the church. People in the world shake their heads in disgust at the things

         we teach about God. They know we’re wrong, but for some reason the majority of Christians don’t see it. I have found that

         the common bar dweller knows more about the true heart of God than the dedicated churchgoer.

      


      Christians think they know God because they read about Him in a book. We’ve been taught that the more we read the Bible, the

         more we will know Him. The Pharisees knew Scripture like the back of their hands, but when God stood right in front of them,

         they didn’t know Him from Adam.

      


      Relationship with God to this generation of Christianity is all about reading the Bible. In fact, we believe this so much

         that we have even exchanged God for the Bible, attributing all the attributes of God Himself to it. If we don’t read it excessively

         or understand it, we feel lost and unspiritual. We feel a million miles from God.

      


      We have been lied to about God.

      


      I once heard that the definition of insanity is when a person does the same thing over and over expecting different results.

         I have often wondered if religion has the power to take people’s sanity. We are constantly taught to deny the truth about

         the results and believe that something else will take place the next time around. The things we put our faith in and preach

         to the world are clearly not working, yet we continue to act and talk as if they are. We tithe 10 percent of our incomes and

         when the recession comes, we see just as many religious people go bankrupt as people who are unreligious. We say, “A family

         that prays together stays together,” and yet some research indicates the divorce rate is actually higher in the church than

         it is in the rest of the world (see “U.S. Divorce Rates” at 

         www.religioustolerance.org). We claim to have power and peace and joy and spiritual understanding, but in the end, it seems a similar number of people

         in the church are on medication for depression, anxiety, ADHD, and a host of other emotional problems.

      


      I believe the heart of God is broken over His children’s lack of knowledge of who He is. Not angry or vengeful, but simply

         broken. Imagine having the very one who was supposed to know you better than anyone in the world not even know your name.

         That is precisely how God feels with this generation.

      


      My desire is to bring not condemnation but freedom to the body of Christ. I do not believe that the answer is to pray for

         power or fire from heaven to make it all go away. The answer is quite simple: we need truth!


      This book is a quest for that truth. There can be only one truth, and when it is found it will not contradict itself or confuse our understanding of God, but it will reveal the simplicity of who He is. I have come to realize

         one thing in my many years of church attendance: anytime a preacher reveals a new and deeply profound truth about God that

         you haven’t already considered in your heart, it’s probably not true. If Jesus was serious when He said that the truth was

         revealed to little children but hidden from the wise and learned, I have to believe that this generation has missed it altogether.

      


      Our religious quest for truth is like a movie I once saw where a gentleman was taking a vision test. He was asked to cover

         his left eye and read the top row of letters on the chart that was hanging twenty feet away. To the doctor’s amazement, the

         man read the copyright date that was typed in tiny little letters at the bottom right side of the chart. I thought to myself,

         Impressive, but he failed the test. This is the problem with finding the truth about God’s heart. Too many of us are looking so deep that we miss the obvious.

         Unfortunately, many people would rather gratify themselves with deep thinking and extravagant imaginations than accept anything

         simple and obvious. To these people, truth is a letdown, and this book will frustrate them to death. Remember that Jesus Christ

         seemed shallow and frustrating to the Pharisees two thousand years ago.

      


      It is my goal not to impress you with something deeper than you have ever imagined, but to show you the “top row of letters”

         on the chart. I want you to laugh out loud when you read this book while thinking, Of course! How could I have missed it? For the most part, I believe that when you read this book, you will feel the way you do when you are frantically tearing

         your house apart looking for a pencil, only to find that one’s resting behind your ear.

      


      In my conference that day, we discovered through simple honesty that the things we’d been told about God just didn’t add up.

         We all knew that our perceptions of Him were grossly skewed and twisted because of our religious upbringing, and we knew that

         something needed to happen, but what?
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      Who Is He Really?


      I sat quietly in my tiny new office one night looking over the carvings and scratches in the old Formica-topped desk and feeling

         depressed. I could not shake that look I’d seen in the people’s eyes several weeks earlier at the conference. I couldn’t shake

         the fact that many of those people were part of my congregation. What had I gotten myself into? I now had a congregation of

         people who were spiritually miserable and weren’t afraid to admit it. I knew something needed to be done, but what? I wished

         for a moment that I hadn’t accepted the job of pastor. I never wanted it in the first place. I was just as miserable and let

         down with my belief system as they were.

      


      I worried that it was only a matter of time before I became like all the other pastors I’d seen. I feared this more than anything.

         Would I begin to beg for money and bore the heck out of everyone? Would I suddenly be against all drinking and smoking? Would

         I start talking in King James Version, become obnoxiously judgmental and have a secret porn addiction? All of these things

         weighed heavily on my mind.

      


      I had been to Bible college, and I’d studied the Scriptures more than most people I knew. One thing I had going for me was

         that I had studied hard and learned everything I could about God. I was able to hold my own in any Christian conversation.

         I had learned the Christian lingo and I spoke it fluently. Because I’d memorized so much of the Bible, I knew the stock answers

         to what God would do in almost any situation.

      


      The following week, I announced to the people in my group that I wanted to personally meet with everyone in the congregation

         for one hour. I sent around a scheduling sheet and had each person fill in what time he or she could come into my office.

         I decided to work on both my days off, and for the next three to four months, I had eight one-hour meetings a day until I’d

         talked with every single person who would meet with me. My purpose was to get inside their hearts and minds and really connect

         with them. And I felt I needed to know their names and their stories before I could ever stand in front of them and preach

         to them.

      


      I didn’t interview them or ask them a series of questions in an effort to locate the problem. There was no survey for them

         to fill out describing their likes and dislikes about the church service. I just sat with them. I listened to them. I looked

         into their eyes and opened my heart. In the midst of these meetings, something happened that changed my life forever. Something

         so mesmerizing and beautiful that the moment it came into being, I could see everything with absolute clarity. This was the

         granddaddy of all great revelations, and I knew for certain that I was one of the first ones to receive it. It changed my

         entire theology in an instant and made it come alive in a way I had never imagined. Little did I know at the time that what

         happened to me would ultimately be the beginning of the end of my ministry career. What happened?

      


      I fell in love with the people!

      


      It would be so easy to read those words and miss how incredible this was. So let me emphasize what I’m telling you: I fell

         absolutely head over heels in love with these people. I’m talking a little-hearts-coming-out-of-my-head-every-time-I-saw-them

         kind of love. The Hallmark kind that cheesy cards and sappy songs are made of. I loved these people with every fiber of my

         being. They became as precious to me as my own children. I went to sleep at night thinking of them and awoke in the morning

         excited to see them again. When any of them called my office, my heart would leap in my chest and I’d feel like a misty-eyed

         schoolgirl. I’d light up the moment one of them entered the room. They became my reason for life, the only thing that ever

         mattered.

      


      Now you have to understand that my entire life, I’d loved the message of the gospel more than anything in the world, even

         more than I loved people. But something changed in me after I fell in love with these people. That moment, the message sprang

         to life in me and became more beautiful and more powerful than ever before. The heart and appearance of it changed entirely.

         I could suddenly see that after hundreds of years of preachers’ putting the message before the people, it had mutated into

         something so repulsive and terrible that it actually hurt people rather than helped them. But when I finally loved the people

         more than the message, I could see exactly what the problem was. In fact, I’m convinced to this day that the only way to know

         the heart of the pure, unadulterated gospel is through loving the people the message is for.

      


      I’ve found that when you love people with every part of yourself, you actually see inside their hearts. You become extremely

         sensitive to every part of their souls as if they were your own. When things are spoken to them, you can see inside them and

         hear through their ears, see through their eyes, and understand things from their perspective. If someone says something negative

         to people you love, you can interpret what they heard, how they took it, and what feelings it gave them. It’s not as though

         you see it from a distance or from the outside looking in. You actually experience it with them. Your heart is woven tightly

         to theirs. When they become the objects of your affection, you suddenly become one with them. Real love takes you outside

         yourself and allows you to enter and meld with other people’s hearts. When they laugh, your heart laughs because you are one.

         This is the result of love.

      


      Once my eyes were opened to this amazing truth, I suddenly remembered a wedding I attended years before where the pastor read

         the popular Bible passage that you always hear at weddings. You know the one; it’s from 1 Corinthians 13, the “Love Chapter.”

         Every person living in America has heard it at least once:

      


      Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking,

         it is not easily angered, and it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It

         always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. (vv. 4–7 niv)

      


      When read at a wedding, those verses have a romantic sound. I don’t think anyone in the audience at these occasions  really

         believes a word of the passage. It’s just something you read at weddings, like you read “’Twas the Night Before Christmas”

         on Christmas Eve. It sounds so pretty when you hear it, but it’s not realistic. At this same wedding, I saw a bumper sticker

         that read “God is love.” That made me laugh out loud. If that were true, I thought, it would mean that the entire Christian religion is wrong. At least everything I grew up hearing. I don’t think the outwardly religious could survive such a revelation, much less

         admit to it. Nevertheless, it did cause me to wonder.

      


      Almost ten years later, I came face-to-face with the revelation of that wedding verse and that bumper sticker. It finally

         made sense to me. I could suddenly see as clear as a bell what the problem was with most of American Christianity. I knew

         that we had been lied to about God, but now, for the first time in my life, I was beginning to realize what the actual truth

         was and how we lost it.

      


      What Has Happened?


      I’ve found that people instinctively know that God is love. It’s written on their hearts. Something inside every one of us

         knows the truth about our Creator. We define God by what we think love is. Sadly, this world has altered the true meaning

         of love in our minds, and in doing so it has effectively redefined the heart of God to an entire generation.

      


      This wedding passage contains a list of fifteen statements about love. The Bible says, “God is love.” This would mean that

         these fifteen statements are a description of the character and personality of God Himself. You might have even heard this

         particular passage read with the word God replacing the word love. If you haven’t, I would encourage you to read it that way now because it’s very moving.

      


      We can also come to the conclusion that what we believe in our hearts about love is exactly what we believe in our hearts

         about God. This is precisely where I want to park for a moment. What do you believe about love in your heart? The problem

         is that the world has taught you that love is the exact opposite of everything written in this passage. Think about it for

         a moment. I would like to propose to you the idea that you have bought into the world’s definition of love, and somewhere

         in your heart you believe it.

      


      We’ve been taught that love isn’t patient. In fact, we believe that if it’s really “love,” there is no need to slow things

         down in a relationship. We don’t think love is kind. Most of us attribute pain and hurt to love because we think it’s anything

         but kind.

      


      Our passage also says that “love is not self-seeking.” This is precisely the opposite of everything the world has raised us

         to believe. How about the phrase “Love keeps no record of wrongs”? Do I need to elaborate on that one? Then our Scripture

         tells us that “love always trusts.” We have been taught to look at trusting people as if they were foolish and stupid. How

         about when it says, “Love always perseveres”? With a divorce rate as high as it is today, I think we can pretty much toss

         that one aside. We have come to believe that people “just grow apart,” and “nothing lasts forever.” These excuses even have

         a ring of wisdom when you hear people use them for their failed marriages.
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