

  [image: frn_fig_001]




  

  
I Wonder: Mind-Freeing Encounters with God










  



  
I Wonder: Mind-Freeing Encounters with God




  Nathan Aaseng




  [image: frn_fig_002]




  Winchester, UK




  Washington, USA







  



  
[image: frn_fig_003]





  First published by Christian Alternative Books, 2021
Christian Alternative Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd.,
No. 3 East St., Alresford, Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK




  office@jhpbooks.com




  www.johnhuntpublishing.com




  www.christian-alternative.com




  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.




  © Nathan Aaseng 2020




  ISBN: 978 1 78904 777 6




  978 1 78904 778 3 (ebook)




  Library of Congress Control Number: 2020947605




  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.




  The rights of Nathan Aaseng as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  Design: Stuart Davies




  UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners




  

  We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.










  



  Previous Nathan Aaseng books




  Navajo Codetalkers 978-0802776273




  Michael Jordan: Hall of Fame Basketball Superstar 978-1622850351




  Killer Carnivorous Plants 9781978504332




  Billy Graham 978-031039841




  The Cold Flames 978-1446452369




  You Are the Supreme Court Justice 978-1881568144




  The Disease Fighters: The Nobel Prize in Medicine 978-0822506522




  From Rags to Riches 978-0459572262




  162 others










  



  To my Dad, who opened the door to religious questions, to Linda, who has shared these questions with me, to my children, who were curious enough to read my sermons online after they left the house, and to all those who have honestly opened up to me with their questions during my ministry.










  



  
Introduction: Not Wonder?





  The original ending of Mark’s gospel has disturbed faithful Christians for centuries. Jesus does not even make an appearance in Mark’s Easter story. All we have is hearsay evidence from an unnamed source, who nobody knows, that Jesus has risen from the dead. Mark’s Gospel ends with this sentence, “So they went out and fled from the tomb, terror and amazement had seized them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.” End of story. That ending bothers Christians because it does not conclude with the requisite, ringing profession of unwavering faith. I have heard many attempts to explain this “unsatisfactory” ending to the very first of the gospels. But it was not until I pondered three separate experiences of confirmation students that it finally made sense to me.




  I will never forget our oldest child coming home from confirmation class and relating what happened in class that day. He described how, during their second year of instruction, they were going over some doctrine that most of them had heard so many times they could have repeated it along with the pastor, assuming they could stay awake. One of them suddenly bolted upright in his seat at something the pastor had just said. His eyes wild with amazement and confusion, he blurted out, “Wait a minute! You mean Jesus was God’s son?” At first, the class thought he was putting them on. How could you go through church and spend all that time in confirmation without hearing this? But he turned out to be one hundred percent sincere. Somehow, he had missed all the spoiler alerts in this well-worn tale, and he was absolutely blown away.




  Now we can laugh at the kid’s ignorance or shake our heads in despair over why he had not heard this bit of doctrine. But his reaction was right out of Mark’s Gospel story. It was as genuine a reaction in our day and age as I have ever heard to the Easter message—a story of love that is too astounding to comprehend. He did not say he believed it; he did not say he didn’t believe. Like the folks in Mark’s gospel, he had not gotten that far yet. He simply sat in utter, jaw-dropping wonder, so stunned that all he could say was, “Whoa!”




  Compare that to a story I heard about another confirmation student, a boy who kept asking questions in class, such as where do the dinosaurs fit in with Genesis. The questions made those around him uncomfortable. After one of his queries, another student scolded him: “You’re not supposed to wonder about things like that.” To which the kid replied, “Not wonder? How can I help but wonder!”




  As a third-career intern pastor, I encountered an entire class of students with his curiosity, only with attitude. Their stifled sense of wonder had turned to outright cynicism that dismayed their parents, pastors, and teachers. They challenged everything the church taught, and dismissed most of it. No one knew what to do with this bunch, and they certainly were not going to inflict them on an intern. But one evening, due to scheduling conflicts, I was assigned to fill in for an evening with this class. Amid a lot of belligerent and rude behavior, they began firing questions, challenges, and accusations at me so furiously and from so many angles, I felt like a goalie on a bad hockey team.




  By grace or good fortune, the intended “victim” of their attack was a kindred spirit. I have always been the kid who could not help but wonder. Like Jacob of the Old Testament, I have often found myself wrestling with God, trying to make sense of the faith in which I have been raised. I throw everything I have at God—doubt, despair, questions. Through these encounters, my faith has grown deeper. The more I wrestle with God, the better I come to know God. In short, I was somewhat sympathetic to what I was hearing from these kids. Unlike a class that grudgingly, yet dutifully, puts in their time so they can get confirmed and please their parents or grandparents, these kids were real. They dared to pose questions that would get them closer to the truth, and rejected “answers” that did not really answer their questions. To their surprise, I applauded them and told them that those who never test their faith never know if any of it is true or not. Because of the questions they were asking, they had a good chance of discovering what was true.




  After the kids got over their surprise, I was something of a hero to them. We finished the year with the best and deepest spiritual discussions I have ever had with any confirmation class. Members of that congregation could not believe the change in that group of kids. Ever since then, every confirmation class of mine devoted at least one session to asking questions and wondering.




  I have often thought about the kid who was blown away by the Easter story and the kid who was told not to wonder. I wonder if either of them survived his experience of the faith community with that gift of wonder still intact, or whether it was eventually beaten out of him by the “God said it. I believe it. That settles it” defenders of the faith. I have often wondered how many thousands of people were deprived of a meaningful relationship with God because the medieval church insisted that Christian faith required a belief that the sun revolves around the earth, and that any wondering about that premise could get you excommunicated or even killed. When science proved that belief wrong, the natural conclusion for many was that Christianity is misguided superstition.




  You would think Christians could have learned from that mistake. Yet many faithful members of congregations today are uncomfortable with, if not embarrassed by, some aspects of the Christian religion. They do not vocalize this because they understand they are not supposed to question religious teachings. They are not supposed to wonder.




  Many of those raised in a church environment no longer have any active involvement with a church. They maintain a vague belief in God and possibly even in Jesus Christ, but view the church as an institution that fears the truth, that stifles faith with outdated rituals, doctrine, traditions, and superstitions, and so how can they trust anything they are taught? Increasingly, they see the church as an institution that refuses to meet them where they are or to listen to the questions they have. Instead, they hear the religious professionals saying, “Here are the questions you should be asking, and here are the answers.” No wondering allowed.




  At the same time, the number of agnostics and atheists in this country is growing rapidly, as many educated secular people find what is presented to them as Christianity to be ridiculous, largely because they have lost their sense of wonder. No sense that the very laws of nature are essentially arbitrary—magic that can be understood, ordered and catalogued. Believing that faith equals superstition, they choose reason and dismiss faith out of hand. No sense of wonder there either.




  My experiences with young people, frustrated ex-Christians and the unchurched have caused me to ask why we continue to discredit Christianity by buying into that false equation and forcing people to make an artificial choice that removes all sense of wonder. This book is another of my rebellions against that false equation because, like that confirmation student, I can’t help but wonder.




  Those with a sense of awe and wonder about creation understand that it’s a good idea to take off your shoes in the presence of the Almighty. But there’s nothing about Christianity that requires you to check your brain or your curiosity at the door as well. Proverbs insists, in fact, that knowledge and wisdom are essential elements of faith. Absent those things, faith so easily dissolves into superstition, bland resignation, nostalgic habits, or disbelief. When that happens, there is no wonder, no mystery, no room for the Spirit to move and do all the creative, life-changing, world-changing things the Spirit can do.




  I believe God gave us wonder and curiosity and reason, not as obstacles to faith, but as ways to know God better. This is hardly some New Age whim; it is deeply embedded in the Christian faith tradition. When asked by the church to renounce his heretical teachings, which had been spawned by daring to wonder, Martin Luther replied, “Unless I can be convinced by Scripture and plain reason, I cannot recant.”




  Nor should any of us. I wonder if that wasn’t what the Gospel of Mark was meant to do: to put us in the shoes of the women at the tomb, or the disciples hearing this report, or any person hearing this incredible story of God’s love and a triumph over evil for the first time. Or in the shoes of the confirmation student who awoke to that shocking claim about who Jesus is.




  For them there was nothing routine or traditional about this story. Hearing it made the women and the disciples stop and say, “Wait a minute! You are saying Jesus rose from the dead! Whoa!”




  Of course Mark’s readers want to know what happened next. Mark says, don’t be in such a hurry. Bask in the amazement. Live in the wonder. Feel what it is like to experience something so out of this world awesome that it leaves you trembling in confusion and fear, unable to speak. Let something that defies understanding sink in. Let the magic and the mystery of what you have heard wash over you. For just a few moments, don’t say that you believe it. Don’t say you don’t believe it. Just sit there in stunned amazement at this incredible, stupefying story of a being powerful beyond our understanding whose love for us is beyond comprehension. Only after you’ve done that, do you try to put the pieces together and figure out what this story means for you and your life.




  The first step in faith formation, as in science, is to wonder. To say, “Whoa!” To splutter out questions that beg to be asked. To eliminate our prepackaged, defensive, prideful explanations of what God is doing. The sooner we do that, the sooner we can get to the truth of that incredible love that God pours out upon God’s creation, upon all of us.







  



  Part I




  Questions about God’s Nature







  

  Chapter 1




  I Wonder: If God is real, why doesn’t God make it obvious and prove it once and for all?




  This chapter is brought to you by Powdermilk biscuits. Heavens, they’re tasty! They give shy people the strength to get up and do what needs to be done.




  As a shy person, I’ve sometimes wished there were such a product as the fictitious sponsor of A Prairie Home Companion. There is a verse from John 17 that raises the issue of whether God is in need of some Powdermilk biscuits. “Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you,” declares Jesus. In the space of three verses, Jesus stresses the importance of making God known, and talks about how he is going to make God known to the world. This leads me to wonder: why doesn’t God do it?




  Doesn’t this remind you of a common theme in literature—the shy guy who’s in love with a woman but cannot bring himself to confront her? In Cyrano de Bergerac, The Courtship of Miles Standish, the motion picture Roxanne, and many other stories, the shy guy recruits an outgoing, more dashing, more assertive friend to make his presence known. The friend pleads his case while the shy guy lies back in the weeds and hopes for the best.




  In the case of God, though, this shy behavior is bewildering. For centuries, people have been asking God, why don’t you make yourself known? Why don’t you get up and do what needs to be done? Why clutter the works with unreliable, highly flawed middle men, with easily missed and misinterpreted signs and intermediaries, and the mysteries of religious doctrine?




  This business about believing or not believing in God seems such a waste of time and energy. You, God, are supposed to be the powerful creator of the universe. If you want us to know you and believe in you, and honor and obey you, the solution is simple. Show up! Make an appearance! Step out where we can see you in all your glory. Dazzle us with your blinding light and your incredible power. Maybe knock a few heads together if you have to.




  You know that Damascus Road blinding vision thing that turned around the Apostle Paul’s life? Just do that to everyone; that will make yourself known and then there will be no more division. No more religious squabbles. No more chasing after false gods. You will get that unity that Jesus prayed for. You will get those visions of glory and harmony that we read about in Isaiah and Revelation. It’s so simple! Come on out. Don’t be shy. Make yourself known.




  If these thoughts have ever crossed your mind, you are not alone and you are not a bad person. Well, I suppose you could be, but not because of that! These wonderings are all over the Old Testament. Way back in Exodus, Moses asked the simple question of God: “What is your name?” As in, “Tell me a little about yourself.”




  God’s response: “I am who I am,” or “I will be who I will be.”




  Yeah, thanks for sharing. Based on this exchange, it seems maybe God isn’t so good at relationships and could use a more socially adept middle man to get things going.




  There is more discussion of this reclusive behavior later in Exodus, when we read that one of the basic rules of divine engagement is: God’s face must not be seen. God must remain hidden. Over time, this shyness drives the Israelites crazy. “Why do you hide your face?” Job asks. The Psalmists line up one after another to ask the same thing:




  Psalm 10: Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?




  Psalm 13: How long will you hide your face from me?




  Psalm 27: Do not hide your face from me. And so on.




  God’s people pay a price for this shy behavior. Look at all the unbelievers who mock them for believing in a God who never shows up:




  Psalm 42: Where is your God?




  Micah 10: Where is the Lord your God?




  Joel 2: Why should they say among the peoples, where is your God? And so on.




  It continues on into the New Testament. In Matthew, the magi come looking for Jesus, saying, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” No one seems to know anything about it. Why does this have to be such a secret?




  In Matthew 6, Jesus advises the disciples to “pray to your Father who is unseen.” Why is God unseen?




  In Romans, Paul has to talk about God’s invisible qualities. Why are these qualities invisible? In Mark, Jesus repeatedly orders those who understand that he is closely connected with God in a special way not to tell anyone about it. Why the request to remain anonymous?




  The problem of God’s shyness continues to puzzle us today. How many times have you longed for assurance from God, a little more clarity? How many people on that fateful day of September 11, 2001, or in the middle of the COVID-19 onslaught asked that same age-old question: where is God? How many of us, upon suffering a tragedy or crushing setback, ask with the Psalmist, “God, if you are there, why do you hide your face from me?” How many people trapped in the downward spiral of despair have been on their knees begging God to make an appearance? How many people have mocked the religious for naively calling on a God who shows no signs of being there.




  If the goal, as Jesus says, is to make God known, does any of this make any sense? If God wants to be known, then why does God hide? Why disappear behind a cloak of invisibility and teasingly pass out such meager hints as can be found in our struggles to interpret an old and often baffling collection of inspired books, or in the occasional paranormal revelation? This is shy person behavior. It makes me wonder: could it be that God is, by nature, painfully shy? That sounds bizarre, and perhaps even disrespectful, but as long as we’re wondering, let’s explore the possibility that it is true.




  There actually is a research center known as The Shyness Institute, located in Palo Alto, California. According to these people, about 50% of the population describe themselves as shy, up 10% from previous decades. Only 5% of people claim they are never shy. In other words, some degree of shyness is almost universal.




  The Shyness Institute gives three definitions of shyness:




  1. excessive self-consciousness




  2. excessive negative self-evaluation




  3. excessive negative self-preoccupation




  I can’t imagine how God could be any of these:* God is the antithesis of self-consciousness and self-preoccupation.* While in Old Testament stories God is sometimes said to have regrets about the role given to humans, it is silly to imagine God feels unworthy of conversation or relationship with the people God created. God is the essence of sharing, of giving, of concern for others. If shyness is simply a debilitating condition of low self-esteem that prevents us from interacting with others, there is no way God can be shy.




  But as a shy person, I reject the prevailing idea that my shyness is simply a debilitating character flaw. There is another aspect to shyness that well-meaning extroverts fail to understand, and that is the reluctance to impose one’s self on others. Not because of any feelings of unworthiness, but simply out of respect. Honestly, one of the roots of my shyness is that I live in dire fear of boring you.




  Shyness can be a useful inhibition, an instinctive way of protecting another person’s right to respond and relate free of coercion. It can actually be a selfless action that runs counter to the “look out for number one” syndrome that leads to so much conflict. That type of shyness actually makes sense to me as a characteristic of God, for this reason: It seems that what God desires most is shared relationship. True relationship cannot be accomplished in the absence of freedom. It cannot be demanded or coerced. God is well aware of the massive power differential between God and the rest of us. If confronted with the full force of that power and majesty, every person on earth would be cowed into submission. We would have no choice but to submit to whatever God said to do. And how do you get love out of that situation?




  The Israelites explained God’s “shyness” by saying that God’s presence was so intensely, overwhelmingly brilliant that no one could survive in that presence. For years I thought that meant that any mere mortal who drew too near God would be physically incinerated by God’s holy, blinding aura. That has never made sense to me. Surely God is capable of assuming a form that is not lethal to humans. But now, when I put this in the context of relationship, I wonder if the Hebrews were right. I have known couples where one person has such a powerful personality that it seems as if his or her partner disappears when the two of them are together. If God were to appear in all of God’s brilliance and power, we would be so overwhelmed that we would absolutely disappear from the relationship. If that is the case, then the bravest, most extreme move God ever made was to put at risk the entire creation by assuming the shyness that makes true relationship possible. That gamble is the ultimate gift of love.




  God loses this outrageous gamble many times. Jesus was speaking the truth when he said much of the world does not know God, does not recognize anything of great value in the unseen God. Like small children, we are wowed by flash and sizzle, and scared by thunder. The world obeys power, but it doesn’t love it. But what if God loves us so much that God is willing to take a chance on being rejected, ignored, mocked, tamed, and repackaged in our own image, so that our relationship has a chance of being true? So that the love we return to God is not coerced but freely given.




  This would require a delicate balancing act. God stays back in the shadows where we cannot see God’s face. God’s invitation comes through intermediaries. Sure, God could win converts by riding through the sky on a gigantic, blazing, winged horse, bellowing with the voice of thunder. God could wow us by making giant waffles dance in the street. But it is not God’s power that God wants to impress upon us. God is looking for something deeper and more mature. And so, God is content to become known not through awesome acts of overwhelming majesty, but through intermediaries. Through the life of Jesus. Through the apostles. Through ordinary folk.




  These intermediaries are not going to blow us away or sweep us off our feet. They are not going to make us cringe in terror and bow before the power that could crush us like a bug. If they are following in Jesus’ footsteps, they will simply proclaim the quiet, solid truth that a world is coming in which tears and sorrow are no more, and that God would like nothing better than to share that world with us.




  “The Lord is known by his justice,” says Psalm 9. And God is known by God’s love, says the whole story of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus.




  Maybe that is as much as we are able to know about God without being coerced by God’s brilliance into an empty relationship. If we see what God is all about, minus the sizzle and fireworks, and find that we want to return God’s love, then the risk will have been worth it. If that is what’s behind the veil of shyness, I understand it as a privilege to be the intermediary, the one who takes this message to the next person on behalf of the God of love and justice who stands in the shadows.







  

  Chapter 2




  I Wonder: Why doesn’t God give clear answers to our questions?




  On Thanksgiving a number of years ago, we had a big family get-together at our house. I asked my dad if he would offer the prayer before the meal. As he started his prayer, I had second thoughts about having asked him. He began talking about those who did not have, about those who have far less than we do for which to be thankful.




  While I knew every word he spoke was true, I could not help but wonder if this was really the time and the place for that kind of attitude. Thanksgiving is supposed to be a feast of gratitude for the bounty of creation, a celebration of God’s generosity, a time of joy. What he said did not make me feel at all joyful. I wondered, is this a peculiar quirk of religious folks? Do we have to dampen all of our celebrations with an industrial strength load of guilt?




  I found support for my complaint in the book of Ecclesiastes: To everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven—a time to weep, and a time to laugh. There is a time to confront injustice in the world, and a time to give thanks. Why do we mix them up? Have you ever seen a birth announcement that includes a somber statement of sympathy for those who may have lost loved ones today? Do we interrupt our Fourth of July fireworks for a vigil of silence for all those countries that do not enjoy the freedom and prosperity that we do? During a wedding banquet or a romantic Valentine’s dinner, do we pause to remember those who have been unlucky in love? Of course not! Then why do it during Thanksgiving, I wondered. What’s the point in having a celebration if you’re not going to celebrate?




  Those thoughts started spinning through my mind again as I came across a lectionary set of Advent Scripture readings. My first reaction was that whoever put this selection of readings together had to have been on some kind of mind-altering drug. Either that or they were trying to dream up the ultimate brain-teaser for preachers.




  Zephaniah presented an upbeat message: “Sing aloud ... shout ... rejoice ... have no fear ... I shall restore your fortunes before your eyes.” Ah, I like where this is going. Move on to Philippians: “Rejoice! Have no anxiety about anything. The peace of God that passes all understanding will keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” Yes, I like this! I see a sermon coming together: redemption, joy, and celebration. Let’s see what Luke has to add to the party and we’ll be all set to go: “You brood of vipers! Flee from the wrath that is to come. Even now the axe is laid to the root of the tree: every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand to gather the wheat, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable ...” Aw, come on! How can I proclaim both of these at once? The Lord is coming to bring peace to quiet your hearts, you brood of vipers, and he’s comin’ with an axe! Have no anxiety about anything with the small exception of that winnowing fork and the unquenchable fire of hell that’s staring you in the face.




  Hey, listen to Ecclesiastes: there’s time and a season for everything. Let’s not mix them up. But then my complaints echoed back to me when I reflected on what had just taken place at church in our Advent preparations. One week we were sorting out the Scriptural warnings and the sobering consequences of a life of sin, and the next week we bounced back to the children and their wonderfully upbeat Christmas program. And I had to wonder, “Is Advent the season we all go crazy and ride a wild rollercoaster of emotions? And is this any way to prepare for Christmas?” Well, maybe it is. That notion came to me from the most unlikely of places—a funeral. Have you ever experienced this, where someone steps up to deliver a eulogy and tells an absolutely hilarious story about the departed that has the sanctuary roaring with laughter? And a few minutes later a soloist walks to almost the exact spot, and halfway through a beautiful piece, breaks down in sobs and struggles to finish?




  It was a profound moment when I first saw that happen. Helpless laughter and crushing grief spilled into each other. Totally different moods, opposite reactions to the situation. And do you know what? Both were entirely appropriate. Both were fitting tributes to the memory of the deceased.




  It put me in mind of a book by E. F. Schumacher called Small Is Beautiful. Schumacher argues that the essence of what it means to be human is to engage in the struggle to reconcile the irreconcilable. What this means is that the human struggle boils down to somehow finding our way between totally opposite poles, both of which are true.




  Schumacher explains it this way. So many people think that the goal of human life is to find the answers. We’re all looking for the answers, and if only we could find the answers we would have life by the tail. No, says Schumacher. If you discovered all the answers about how to live your life, you would not be alive. You see, there are those in this world who know everything they are supposed to do, down to the last detail, in the exact order they are supposed to do them. We call them computers, robots, cyborgs. They function very well, very efficiently. But they are not truly alive. For humans, being alive means wrestling every day with questions that have no answers. Living between opposites.




  Freedom and responsibility are total opposites. Yet we need both in our lives. How do you hold them together? How do you live with both burning passion and objective detachment? How do you fight evil while living a life of peace?




  Love and justice




  Law and Gospel




  Change and preservation




  Flexibility and steadfastness




  Courage and prudence




  Individuality and community




  Rationality and feelings




  There are no answers to the paradoxes that these opposites pose, there is only trying to find our way between them.




  To most of us, that’s frightening. We would rather skip the struggle and go back to the quest for answers, preferably easy answers as if All I Ever Really Needed to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. That’s why one of the most popular genres of nonfiction is the How-To book. Books that have all the answers. Demographic studies show that in the past 40 years, the church denominations that have grown the fastest are the ones that claim to have all the answers. The ones who claim that Scripture is an instruction manual written by God himself that contains black-and-white answers to everything. In the twenty-first century we are so exhausted by the demands of an ever-changing, fast-paced world that we want to just hang it up. We desperately seek programming instructions so that we can avoid the headache of having to actually live our lives. Strange, isn’t it? As our machines grow in complexity, we seek escape from complexity, and the result is that machines and humans grow more alike each day. I wonder, will the day come when we are so scared of life that we won’t be able to tell machines and humans apart?




  There was a time when I wondered why God doesn’t give clear answers to all the questions of life. This has nothing to do with the shyness wondered about earlier. Surely God could let us know exactly what we are to do while remaining in the shadows.




  Thanks to Schumacher, and the curious selection of lectionary readings, I have started to suspect that answers are not where it’s at. Why are we so dead-set on seeking programming instructions for our so-called lives rather than learning the art of living? Why don’t we focus on what life is all about? Why don’t we focus on learning how to steer a course between the incompatible truths of freedom and responsibility, between love and justice, between Law and Gospel, between joy and sorrow?




  We see all Christian churches everywhere struggle with the worship wars between contemporary and traditional. So much energy is expended on trying to find the best way to worship. Every congregation is looking for the correct answer. Well, surprise, surprise, no one has found it. Congregations either roll the dice on one style or the other, or else throw their hands up in despair over the intractable worship wars that rage in pretty much every congregation. Of course that’s what happens, because finding the answer is a dead-end approach. There are no definitive answers to the worship dilemma—there is only the faithful struggle to steer between the opposite truths of maintaining the tradition that nurtures us, and adapting worship to the context in which we live.




  I wonder what is it about life that scares us so badly. Does the gift of life terrify us because it is a gift that is huge, beyond our imagination? It seems to be more than we can handle. It’s a gift that we try time and again to return to sender, or exchange it for the safer, more sensible gift of programming instructions. But life is a gift God wants us to have, and so every time I try to cash it in for a ride on the robot circuit, God keeps giving it back to me. God gives life to us along with the guiding principles, such as the commandments, the prophets, the Sermon on the Mount, the letters of Paul, that help us to steer well enough to stay on the road between these opposites. God shines the light of grace in front of us at all times, so that we can get a better view of the road as we try to steer between the opposite realities of life. God restores us with forgiveness when we veer off the road.




  That’s all good training for life. But most of all, God equips us with faith and love, and with the promise that the road will be worth traveling. Faith, love, and the promises of God give me the courage to keep going rather than taking the easy way out of pulling off the road and giving up on life.
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