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… No matter what God’s power may be, the first aspect of God is never that of the absolute Master, the Almighty. It is that of the God who puts himself on our human level and limits himself.

—Jacques Ellul, Anarchy and Christianity

It was the spring of 1983, and I was about fifteen days into a thirty-day fast honoring my thirtieth birthday: March 19. I had dozed off to sleep while lying across my bed in what was supposed to have been a time of meditation. It was a sunny afternoon sometime between two and three o’clock, when I was awakened by what I thought was someone whispering to me, Pssst, Carley Moses, the nickname only my grandmother used to call me. I looked in the direction of the voice, and I saw an image of her over in the corner of the room, standing behind the soft blue recliner I liked to sit in while watching television. My mother is her only child, and we affectionately called her “Big Mama.” She was a slightly built, fair-complected woman with beautiful mostly black wavy hair. She had passed on nearly twenty years earlier in January 1964, when I was just ten years old. She was only fifty-three, two years younger than I am at the writing of this book. We were close; in fact, I was told I was her favorite of the six grands. Not sure why. During the last two years of her life, I spent every weekend I could with her. We spent literally hours just talking, driving in her big blue Cadillac with electric windows that I loved to play with. I actually got to sleep in bed with her until she was in too much pain for my sometimes thrashing and active sleeping habits.

At first, I thought I was just hallucinating, since I hadn’t eaten in nearly three weeks, and strange things were already happening to my body. Having fasted as many as twenty-one days before, I knew how the body and mind could play some fairly strange games when they perceived that you were trying to starve them.

Fasting was common in our family and was an esteemed practice in our particular Pentecostal discipline. I was fasting for special faith, spiritual strength, wisdom, and a more powerful anointing with which to carry out my ministry and fulfill my life’s destiny. Jesus had started His ministry at thirty, and the Apostle Paul had encountered Christ in Consciousness at around that same age, as did my mentor, Oral Roberts.

I had founded my church, Higher Dimensions Evangelistic Center, a year and a half earlier in a small storefront building in Jenks, Oklahoma, a sparsely populated suburb just south of Tulsa and only about a ten-minute drive from Oral Roberts University, my alma mater.

What was so strange about this experience, daydream, vision, or whatever you want to call it was that when I located the sound as coming from my beloved grandmother, she wasn’t looking at me, but at the foot of the bed. She had this warm and excited smile on her face. She seemed thrilled about what she was seeing. I followed her eyes, and as I did, there appeared at the foot of my bed several other people who had also passed on to what I assumed was heaven, paradise, or somewhere in some wonderful eternal abode.

Needless to say, I was captivated by a scene that seemed to fill the entire room with warm, effervescent light and a peaceful ambiance I hadn’t experienced before. This was an unusual encounter, but not an unbelievable one. After all, I’d been taught about the resurrection all my life, and my family—particularly the women—were given to dreams, visions, and premonitions.

We’d been taught about a great cloud of witnesses who had gone on before us and were in the grandstands of eternity, cheering us on—as recorded in the New Testament writings of an unknown author (Hebrews 21:1).

To us, both death and life were states of illusionary limitation. Even God had somehow found a significant place for death, and, according to our Christian doctrine, used it to purchase our redemption and salvation.

I had accepted the presumption that God used life’s number one limitation, which was death and dying, to accomplish a divine purpose. In other words, the Christian dynamic articulated itself through the common limitation of life, which was its opposite: death.

Christianity is the only religion that is built around the death of God and His subsequent resurrection as its primary premise for the redemption of humankind.

Apparently, God needed to die in order to conquer death. God, in effect, had to succumb to man’s number one fear and flaw in order to be triumphant and omnipotent. It has always been a conundrum to me that death should play such a prominent and seemingly important role in life or our concept of it, and that death and dying somehow dominated our theology and its proceeding doctrines and dogmas.

This book is not necessarily about believing in God, just a discussion of what you believe about God and why you believe it.

I won’t name all the people who were assembled at the foot of my bed, as the names would be insignificant to most readers. I will simply say that they were all people and ministers who had impacted my life in deep, abiding, spiritual, and sentimental ways. They were spiritual heroes and heroines whom I’d observed and admired when they were alive and whom I wanted to in some way emulate. I felt they had come to urge and encourage me to move forward with my thirty-day fast and with pursuing my life’s calling and destiny, just as they had done when they were alive.

I had known these people well enough and long enough to see their human limitations, and yet I deemed them to be some of the most godly people I knew. They were all known to be persons of great faith and were associated with healing, miracles, and what is known in Pentecostal circles as special ministries of deliverance.

One person that some of you may recognize was Kathryn Kuhlman, a renowned televangelist with a worldwide ministry. Ms. Kuhlman had transitioned some seven years earlier in 1976, only four months after my first and only appearance on her program, which happened during her last series of tapings of her popular Sunday morning show. She was diagnosed with an enlarged and congested heart, and passed away in the same hospital where the son I never thought I’d have would be born in 1994.

Kathryn was the most spiritually gifted and phenomenal person I’d ever encountered. She was known for great healings in her “Miracle services,” as they were called. I’d attended several of them from as far back as 1965, when my parents took us to see her in the great Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles, California. The Shrine was always packed, with all 6,700 seats filled. We had seen incredible manifestations of what we called the supernatural presence and power of God for miracles.

Because of my upbringing, I’ve always believed in God and in many ways felt I’ve known God, but mostly through those who claimed to represent Him, or “It.” All of whom were human and imperfect. Even those with great faith died of sicknesses that their great faith didn’t or couldn’t heal. They were all Christians with profound faith in God, but they were also obviously limited as such. They all were “cracked vessels” but used nonetheless by God. I fought hard to not allow their imperfections to in any way indict God or impede my concepts of “Him.”

And yet the entire Christian image of God does exactly that. It makes God more like us fickle and ego-driven humans than the pure and holy Spirit that the Ultimate Reality and Intelligence we call God is more likely to be.

When I say God is not a Christian, I am saying that God is not limited as Christians have made Him (It) to be. I need to say right from the outset that I no longer view God as a god or the God, but just God. Not a He or She, but more of an “It”—an infinite or Ultimate Creative Intelligence, Reality, or Existence. I use capital letters to emphasize a superiority I tend to presume upon God. Guess it’s a habit with which I’m comfortable.

Even Jesus, presumed by most Christians to be God in the flesh, is an expression of divinity infleshed in human limitations, but no more or less than any other human created, according to the Bible, in God’s image and likeness.

The question remains, are we made in God’s image and likeness, or is God made in ours? The answer is probably both. We are created in God’s image and likeness, but we have also created a god in our image and likeness, even our religion, whether Christian, Jewish, Islamic, or some other faith tradition or discipline.

I considered all the persons I saw at the foot of my bed as men and women of God. I also assumed subconsciously the God of those men and women to be a Christian; indeed, a Pentecostal, evangelical, fundamentalist Jewish Christian. This was not a contrived perception; it was an assumed one. It came naturally and automatically with my conceptual “Christian faith.”

I am drawn to the quote used at the beginning of this chapter—“the God who puts himself on our human level and limits himself”—in a way I never would have admitted only a few short years ago, because it hews close to the heart of what I have come to believe about God. I say “come to believe” because contrary to what the more totalitarian aspects of modern faith would have you believe (and I will use words like totalitarian to describe the controlling corners of the religious world not because they are provocative but because I believe them to be true), faith does and should evolve with time and understanding. I used to view faith as a supernatural grace, and I suppose in some ways I still do, but I also view faith as an admission of limited knowledge and perhaps a sophisticated form of doubt. Religious faith is belief in a God limited by and limited to whatever influence one has or is accustomed to. That in itself is a limitation. Faith is basically the belief in a finite description or impression, often illusory, of an infinite reality, presumably “God.” My faith has evolved to the point where I can ask myself a profound and intimidating question that I never would have considered asking a few years ago: Does the God I’ve heard about and preached all my life exist?

Religion is a faith journey into the mystery of God and things considered both divine and worldly or experienced in this world. Institutional or organized religion is a system of doctrines, dogmas, and human-constructed disciplines that has become idolatrous and has begun to die and perhaps lie. Theism is not God, just a belief about God. God is not a religion. Religion is a human construct and involves a definition of God that assumes that God is a being or a person that can be known, rather than simply or even profoundly experienced. Most have assumed this God to be a “Supreme Being”: supernatural in power, dwelling outside the world, and occasionally invading it to answer prayers or to effectuate Divine will. I was raised to believe in that God and believe that about God.

I have believed and preached this definition of God most of my life and have done so under what I would consider His blessing. However, this image of God has been mortally wounded by the evolving consciousness and experiences of millions of people of all religions who seem to have awakened to a broader awareness of self, soul, and inner divinity. There is a new perception of the concept of God emerging as a global shift in religious sensibilities. This shift is causing many to rethink God and Divinity. Religion is being shoved to the backseat, and “New Thought” is emerging on the largest scale in recent history. People are coming to the realization that, as Gary R. Renard wrote in The Disappearance of the Universe, “If you always do what you’ve always done, then you will always get what you’ve always gotten. It’s time to get off the unmerry-go-round.”

Whether or not God exists is as much a personal choice as anything else. After all, billions of people believe in God in some form, and all have their own separate and highly personal beliefs concerning divinity and the Deity from which the Divinity emanates. Belief in the Divine manifests in many guises. There are those who believe in a personal Deity who created the universe in six days, intervenes in daily life and answers prayers, and is a constant presence for good or ill in their days. There are those who believe in a “clockspring” God who created the basic mechanical underpinning of the cosmos and then turned it loose to run according to natural laws.

Some people believe in a divine energy and consciousness that pervades reality but does not take the form of an actual godlike being—God not as person but as presence or universal mind. Still others believe that God resides within us as part of our own divine nature. And, of course, there are many who reverence the sacred in nature without believing in anything supernatural or transcendent, along with those many often-angry atheists who seem to think that anyone who believes in any of these forms of God must be a simpleton.

These are all valid ways of coming to terms with the nature and mystery of existence; the great questions that humans have grappled with for millennia. Faith evolves as we do; it is not static. Mother Teresa, one of the great religious figures of our age, confessed in writings published after her death that she went through years of her own “dark night of the soul” during which she could not feel God’s presence and had doubts about His existence. As terrifying as that must have been for her, she continued to labor on God’s behalf.

Believing in God or having faith seems to be in our DNA. It is as much a part of human consciousness and experience as thinking, breathing, eating, and drinking. Interestingly, your thoughts, as well as what you eat and drink, can be and often is influenced by what you believe about God and about yourself. That’s just how much God, belief, and culture seem inseparable and intrinsically consequential.

I believe God is real and that we are in the process of defining our “God experience” in a new way that will replace the dying theistic definition and tradition of the past.

Part of my God experience and expression encompasses a belief in life after this one. I guess this is because a belief in an eternal reality called “God” suggests and in many ways emphasizes such a belief. After all, God is supposed to be eternity past, present, and future, right? Then we, supposedly made in such an image, would have to have an eternal past, present, and future. The people I referred to earlier were conjured up and informed by my particular brand of belief or faith in God. Even though mine has been a Christian faith, many other faith traditions and disciplines believe in life after and perhaps before this one as well. Tomorrow always seems illusory, but we tend to believe in it anyway, because we somehow remember being here yesterday.

ON THE EDGE OF FOREVER

We do not find our own center, it finds us. Our own mind will not be able to figure it out.

—Richard Rohr, Everything Belongs:
The Gift of Contemplative Prayer

On our fifteenth wedding anniversary, my wife, Gina, gave me a card that said, “We will become what we are willing to evolve to.” Finding our center both as individuals, couples, or as a collective is an evolving process. Personal evolution is an act of your will and awareness.

Most people live, think, and worship on the edges of spirituality. They view their religious presuppositions as spirituality, but what they are really doing is avoiding and/or substituting the more sublime realities of self and soul realization. They live on the edge of ultimate reality, out of touch with their whole selves and accustomed to the façade of religion, comfortable in a spiritual compromise that sometimes provides them with wealth, status, and a sense of social connectedness in exchange for truth. Sometimes they are rewarded with poverty and lack, yet they remain committed to an ideology that doesn’t necessarily make sense but feels comfortable to them. They know only what they know and have learned to make the irrelevant relevant nonetheless. They no longer realize religion’s blatant superficiality. I lived there for decades, but when I began to feel empty and hollow, I sought change and found it.

CENTER YOURSELF

We all came from the center and will all return there. The edge is an unstable place, full of artificial assumptions, all of them artifacts of a contrived religious past that no longer fits or feels relevant. Sadly, many refuse to acknowledge this and insist on living in denial. They seem afraid of the spiritual center. In fact, most people are completely unaware of that place, except in the deepest recesses of their spiritual memory. Frightened by concepts of pantheism (God in all things) and panpsychism (universal mind), they condemn enlightenment practices ranging from yoga to Reiki therapy as either dangerous and/or sinful. They (and we) tend to look for God somewhere in the sky or in a remote place in the ether, unattainable and inaccessible except through some type of man-made religious construct that is usually overbearing, cumbersome, obnoxious, and obligatory.

In his book Everything Belongs, Richard Rohr calls us a “circumference people with little access to the center.” I say little awareness of the center, rather than access to it. We all have access to it; we’ve just forgotten the path. Rohr says that we “live on the edges or boundaries of our own lives, confusing edges with essence; too quickly claiming the superficial as substance.”

Christianity, like most other institutional religions, tends to do as Rohr suggests: claim the superficial as substance. Christianity has gotten so far from the accurate realities of the Christ Principle that even Jesus would probably distance Himself from it. Jesus was a mystic operating in the Christ Presence and Principle, who was in touch with His divine nature and taught us to be in touch with our spiritual center, our pre-incarnate self. This is Christ Consciousness, something much more potent, plausible, and viable than the religion bearing the name. The same is true of all religions.

You may ask, “How do we get there from here? How do we set aside thousands of years of religious conditioning and false, comforting self-delusion to come into awareness of this reality?” Religion won’t get us there; it can only teach us things like praying, fasting, meditating, reading sacred Scripture, and so forth. Helpful disciplines all, but not for true transcendent discovery—or perhaps I should say recovery . The truth of who we are does not lie in or live in what we are taught or what we learn as much as in what we remember. We already know these things; we’ve simply forgotten them.

We all originated in the womb of the universe—the mind and movements of God or of some Divine Reality. This womb is the center of our existence even if we fail to recognize this reality. We came from the place that I like to call the “opulent ovum,” and we will all return to it. Why we go and return is not yet completely known, but the fact or supposition that we do adds great spiritual substance and stability to our life’s journey.

THE HUNGER FOR ONENESS

Our enduring and endearing relationship with the God idea is probably the result of our desire for oneness with the self or soul. Because we miss ourselves and are, in fact, lonesome for reconnection with our inner priests and peace, we keep seeking something or someone outside ourselves to satisfy our longings—and in some ways to blunt the loathing of the self. These appetites are sometimes confusing but seem necessary.

In their book Why God Won’t Go Away: Brain Science and the Biology of Belief, authors Andrew Newberg, Eugene D’Aquili, and Vince Rause put forth the hypothesis that “spiritual experience at its root is intimately interwoven with human biology. That biology, in some way, compels the spiritual urge.” I would say that the urgency—and to many, the emergency—of religious or spiritual inclination is innate to human biology and psychology in ways we’ve never fully understood. Yet we have added an admixture of the mythical to the mystical realities of the self and have thus diluted our spirituality—even contaminating it to the point where it must remain violently opposed to the rational side of our humanity that is equally vital for our existence as conscious beings. Yet we remain not only spirits but Spirit at our essence.

Christian, Jewish, and Islamic theologies teach that we were all created in the image and likeness of God. If this is even close to the truth, then to believe in God is to believe in yourself—in your own soul. This may be as close to God as we ever get in this realm of human consciousness. Interrogating and excavating my own soul has helped me recover a lost, languishing part of myself. I don’t feel this is so much a discovery as a recovery. It’s as if I am remembering some birthright that I forgot during my years spent neck-deep in fundamentalist Pentecostal dogma. It’s a kind of spiritual, mystical déjà vu. I have begun to remember the essential nature that was submerged deeply beneath the waters of self-imposed ignorance. Others seem to be awakening to this same awareness. I might add here that my deep Pentecostal roots in transcendent consciousness pointed me in the direction I am now headed and helped inform my renewed theology and evolving mystical and expanded awarenesses.

THE CHOSEN ONE

I used to think I had to believe in God. In my faith tradition, this was never a question. God simply was accepted, woven into the warp and woof of all things, all times, and all states of mind— custodian of all of which we were merely tenants. To treat belief in the “God of my fathers” as a choice would have been like treating breathing as a choice—and would have gotten me all but kicked out of my parents’ house to boot. But I now get to think and to choose which God I want to believe in. There is a smorgasbord of them out there. I also get to believe in a God I don’t know and remain as fascinated and curious as ever about the nature of divinity and myself. The fascination and curiosity doesn’t ever have to end. I can always know, learn, experience, or simply remember more about God.

I was once interviewed for an article in Psychology Today titled “Atheists in the Pulpit.” I wasn’t aware that would be the name of the article when I consented to the interview, but I found it curious that I was the only interviewee who still not only had faith but faith in God. I was quoted as saying that I didn’t necessarily believe in a God or the God, but that I simply believed in God, whoever and whatever God is. There’s a fine delineation there. I believe in God not just because I was raised to do so or by the formula my parents and the preceding generations worshipped, but because I enjoy believing in a God I can’t define. I find this to be the most satisfactory view of God, as a force and/or source that is beyond human understanding. In fact, I see clearly now that all of the world’s religions are exercises in the same impulse: to give form and substance to something that is utterly above and outside our brains’ ability to comprehend.

For the first time in my life, I don’t feel an obligation to literally know God. In a sense, I’m getting in touch with the God I perceive to be with me, for me, in me, and perhaps as me. Mind you, I’ve always encouraged people to know God for themselves personally. I also felt for many years that the only way you could know God was through Jesus Christ as your professed Lord and Savior. As difficult as it is for me to confess it, I no longer believe such religious nonsense, though I love and believe in God and feel as close as ever to Christ as a person and a principle. I also love Jesus as much as I ever have and consider myself an honest and earnest follower of him, at least in principle. However, I am, for the first time in my life, willing to admit that the most certain thing I can say about God is that I don’t know much about Him, Her, or It, at all. (Note: I use the gender reference Him when talking about God out of habit and because it’s widely recognized, but I don’t believe that God can be bound up in gender terms. God is beyond such concepts.)

Ignorance can be a wonderful state if it is paired with humility. I’m starting to see a certain energy and openness in it that is both liberating and empowering.

THE OBSOLESCENCE OF THE CHURCH

For someone who was raised in a fourth-generation Pentecostal family, going to church was my life. It was all but impossible to separate the church from God. In a way, church was our God, or at least our human identification with God. Not only was the church a kind of idol, but all things associated with church, including and especially the pastor, were idolized as well. This idolization has given rise to the near deification, in certain fundamentalist circles, of people like Billy Graham and Oral Roberts and granted massive cultural and political influence to people like Pat Robertson, the late Jerry Falwell, and organizations like Trinity Broadcasting Network and Focus on the Family. Even the Dalai Lama, Muhammad, the Buddha, and those who seem less obtuse also wield huge and often larger-than-life influence as spiritual leaders in our world and on the various cultures.

We are taught that we are created in the image and likeness of God. We are also taught in Scripture that God seeks to be worshipped. If this is true, then would it not seem likely that all of us would desire to be worshipped as well, even if we never speak of it directly? I think we inadvertently display such desires regularly. Why else would we as preachers stand before swaying, writhing, praying gatherings of thousands and preach “God’s Word” as if we know what the Divine really has to say, as though God’s intent can be worn like an off-the-rack suit by each individual who claims to be His minister? Why else would we create a culture of celebrity in which people who sometimes can barely string three words together become idolized by millions, or lionize our political leaders and celebrities just before we start savaging them like lions let loose on Roman-era Christians? Clearly, we subconsciously perceive the God within and mistake our need for worship to be His need for worship.

In a very real way, God is the mirror of the culture that lends Him a face and a name and so is usually given a male gender and more than a bit of chauvinism. Science-fiction author Robert Heinlein once wrote, “Men [humans ] rarely [if ever] manage to dream up a god superior to themselves. Most gods have the manners and morals of a spoiled child.” In many ancient cultures, God was plural (the pantheon included numerous gods, one for each force in nature) and regularly in a bad mood; hence the statement “The gods are angry.” I agree with the statement, but only since we contain God within us, the anger stems from mankind—from our religion-fueled intolerance and hatred for those whose beliefs do not exactly reflect our own. We have met the angry gods, and they are us. We adopted this habitual, ritual anger from the misperception that God is angry, profoundly temperamental, and can be easily provoked, while at the same time preaching the Scripture that says God is “slow to anger, abounding in love” (Psalm 103:8) and that “His mercy endures forever” (Psalm 136). Belief in and worship of this image of God has produced the deep-seated anger and paranoia that persist within the cult(ure)s of most global religious communities and animosities.

Now, there is a charged word for you: Cult. My use of it in the context of the world’s monotheistic faiths has fired tempers and sparked furious outcries, because we all know what the word implies. Cult members are considered to be brainwashed, unthinking adherents to blatantly manipulative codes of belief and conduct which to those outside the palace walls appear not only insane but patently for the benefit and authority of those handing down the holy edicts. Think David Koresh and the Branch Davidians, and you get the picture.

My family knew at least two people who belonged to the Reverend Jim Jones’s People’s Temple and died in the 1978 Jonestown massacre. They, along with hundreds of other misguided and faith-filled followers, drank the cocktail laced with toxic and lethal cyanide. They first believed the lie then imbibed it literally. Millions superficially continue to operate in the same clonish, clownish error to their own detriment.

Now, I ask you, how is that picture any different from mainstream Christianity, Islam, Judaism, or the other great faiths? Would not their doctrines look utterly alien and delusional to someone not steeped in a lifetime of their traditions? A bitingly satirical and borderline-offensive poster I once saw read:

Christianity: The belief that a cosmic Jewish zombie who was his own father can make you live forever if you symbolically eat his flesh and telepathically tell him you accept him as your master, so he can remove an evil force from your soul that is present in humanity because a rib-woman was convinced by a talking snake to eat from a magical tree … yeah, makes perfect sense.

When you look at it from that perspective, doesn’t much of Christian doctrine break down to the ridiculous, just a little? Come to think of it, all religious doctrine tends to go down the same path toward the absurd. I’m not talking about the teachings of Christ, or necessarily those of other great mystical teachers; those remain sublime and mighty and astonishing in their humane and transcendent wisdom. But it seems to be that the layers of ritual, dogma, politically motivated preaching, and control have infected the world’s faith cultures and have in fact turned them into cults and covens of religious incest. In a colossal irony, I submit that Christianity and the other world faiths, which in theory were created in order to serve as conduits between the human and the Divine, have devolved to the point where they now serve only as barriers between humanity and the divine reality of God within us. Consequently, religion as we practice it today is fast becoming irrelevant and obsolete. As a result, religion as we know it today could dissipate and perhaps disappear altogether over the next hundred years or so. Faith in God or the transcendent will never go away, but the varying brands of religion are becoming increasingly irrelevant in these modern, mystical, spiritual, and more scientific times.

THE NEW THEOLOGY

Most of my past friends of the faith would protest that what I’m saying is not an accurate interpretation of Scripture, faith, or religion—at least not the Christian faith. I say to them that this is what makes my position that much more authentic, at least for me. For the first time in over a half century of living, my experience of God is not jaded, hindered, or hampered by Scriptures, though I know and love the Scriptures and teach and live by many of them in principle. They are valuable sources of wisdom and have inspired and enhanced my faith. But I no longer believe that they are inerrant sources of truth, as I once did. Truth resides within each of us. I’ve come to believe that authentic truth is not so much learned or taught as remembered in the deepest recesses of the soul (self), the ultimate essence of the Spirit of which we all partake.

Millions of people believe in the value and virtue of Scripture but don’t necessarily define God by them or confine God to them. I am one of those persons. This transition was at first painful and halting for me but over time has become fun and gratifying. Our world would be different if millions of us entertained new thinking and broader perspectives—if we treated holy writ as a source of inspiration and learning to fuel our own growth and self-discovery, rather than as an owner’s manual for how everyone else should live their lives; an attitude that, sadly, is all too common and, I might add, insultingly narrow-minded.

For years, I didn’t know that such personal and spiritual freedom was possible. My emotions are a bit scrambled when I say that I believe in a God I don’t have to know or seek to know. I think it’s easier to be God than to know Him. Being comes naturally; knowing involves effort, work, and self-manipulation. Some would say they know God by faith. I think it takes more faith to be than to know God.

This is a wonderfully liberating but stunningly different and disconcerting mind-set for people who were raised as I was, in an intensely Christian tradition built around one principle: one must accept Jesus Christ as one’s personal Lord and Savior or spend eternity in God’s personally customized torture chamber. New Thought is for me a consciousness wonderfully liberated and liberating from that kind of bone-deep fear, a consciousness I am eager to see millions enjoy.

I don’t view Jesus as saving us from God but perhaps for God and from ourselves, not so much by His death but by His life and the light of His expanded consciousness and transcendent teachings.

I am, for the first time in my life, enjoying knowing/being the God (and good) that I am. It is wonderfully renewing to feel and perceive the creative and intuitive gifts of God within myself and others. It’s fun being God. Does that sound egotistical? Perhaps you would feel more comfortable if I just said that it’s fun just being. After all, that’s probably the closest to Divinity any of us will ever get absent a hard-earned enlightenment experience of the order described by veteran mystics, meditators, and monks. Being is the “is-ness” of the other and “ether” reality that we call God. It is where our pure consciousness resides, the part of us that lies beyond the reach of that incredible neocortex that houses our titanic powers of reason and is so vital to our survival. Being is timeless and without effort or thought. It just is. That is why we are called human beings, not human doings . We are walking dualities, simultaneously very earthly creatures of thought, emotion, and action and beings of pure consciousness. However, in our childlike ignorance, we call and mistake God for something outside of ourselves. Each one of us partakes of a divine whole and inner code of consciousness that belies and defies man-made religious constructs. If this sounds like pantheism and panpsychism, it well should, and I’ll address it further later on.

I have preached about the old God, studied Him, read everything I could about Him, and sought to know Him all my life. In doing so, I realized that I knew and worshipped the wrong guy or god. What I was taught was the so-called true and living God was something far less than that; He was a sort of Big Daddy in the sky, a vastly less awesome principle than a pure and sublime consciousness residing within all living entities, even things that seem inanimate. The old God was not at all what I was experiencing personally, even though I was preaching him publicly. My experience and my theology were in conflict. My heart and my head were in a tremendous battle for both dominance and clarity. My heart won, as you have discovered if you read my previous book, The Gospel of Inclusion.

The image of God that has been handed down to us over the centuries and millennia, with which humanity as a whole has grappled awkwardly since we first attempted to define such a concept, is inaccurate. It is indeed, for the most part, a superstitious deception. We are taught that God is angry, hostile, judgmental, and vain. The rules, rites, regulations, and rituals necessary to appease this monster continue to increase as we, in a kind of panic, try to dodge His wrath, which we have been taught will punish us for violating any of the rules. And if God doesn’t redeem us, then His devil gets a crack at our souls, which is where the weeping, wailing, and gnashing of teeth comes into play.

Again, for the first time in my life, I no longer, as a preacher, feel that I must find and protect millions of people from some villainous being we have all perceived to have been an angry, wrathful God terrorizing humanity from its beginning and who will intensify such terror as we get closer to the end.

I am completely resistant to the lies and power plays, the fear and abuse, the distortions and justifications in the name of these false idols. I am resistant at heart and soul and resistant in my own God Consciousness. Enough! It is time more of us woke up and began to think for ourselves without the filtering or rituals of religions blocking us from our own individual paths to enlightenment and the discovery of God within us. God is not a Christian. Nor is She a Jew, Muslim, Hindu, Jain, Sikh, Mormon, or any other label that we wish to plaster on our perception of the transcendent. God is. Divinity (God) dwells within us and without us at the same time, and defies any rules imposed from other sources. God is you and yours. At the risk of sounding blatantly presumptuous, this book is the first step toward sharing and spreading this “new Gospel” to the world.

Now that I’ve slaughtered my share of sacred cows, shall we begin our journey together? I am honored to have you by my side, even if not on it.

Carlton D. Pearson

October 2009
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BUSTING GRANDMA AND GRANDPA OUT OF HELL

By the time my dad, the eldest of seven children, got to his mother’s bedside in the hospital emergency room, she had expired. The doctors had done their best, repeatedly resuscitating her, while my dad stood outside, anxiously awaiting his chance to see her and praying that she would survive. He could hear her screams—sometimes loud, sometimes muffled—as she came in and out of consciousness; a convincing argument for Do Not Resuscitate directives if ever there was one.

When my grandmother finally passed, the room became silent and still. The medical team slowly filed out, and a nurse escorted my dad behind the curtain, where he saw his mother lying on the gurney, arms hanging off the sides, breast still exposed, mouth gaping, her eyes in a glazed, lifeless stare. With tubes, gauze, used needles, and other medical paraphernalia still lying around, Dad moved slowly to his mother’s body and quickly covered her breast, closed her mouth, and pushed her eyes shut. He didn’t want his sisters to see their mother this way. It was disrespectful and stunning to the memory of the deceased, who was still his mother.

By the time he relayed this story to me, my father had carried this horrifying scene around in his head and heart for nearly thirty years. He was almost eighty years old when we talked about it, but it became clear to me that the worst of it was not the undignified posture the hospital personnel had left my grandmother in upon her death. It was that all of this time, he had assumed his mother was in hell. As she herself had taught him, that was where people like her, who had walked away from God or who had sinned without being washed clean by the blood of Jesus, would spend eternity, weeping, wailing, and gnashing their teeth. The idea that the woman who had birthed him, raised him, nursed him at her breast, and given him and his siblings life was writhing in agony in eternal hellfire haunted my father for decades.

I suspect this was the beginning of it all for me, or at least the grain of sand around which the pearl of my restless and unspeakable thought would begin to form years later, launching me on a journey that has cost me so much but given me more.

GRANDMA

Grand Mama Pearson was what we called my father’s mother. She was, at one time, a fine and upstanding missionary (female preacher) in the local Church of God in Christ (COGIC, for short). Four generations of our family had grown up in this church. Her husband, my grandfather Elder Elector Pearson, had founded, built, and pastored the second physical COGIC church in San Diego, the St. Luke Church of God in Christ. My dad and his brothers had built the pews in the Boys Club across the street from where the church building still stands to this day, though it has a different name. I walked past it hundreds of times en route to the service station that my father and maternal grandfather owned and operated, where I worked each afternoon when I was in junior high school.

The Pearson name was known and respected in our religious community, and it was a tight-knit community indeed. My dad’s uncle and aunt had founded and built the third COGIC church in the San Diego area just south of town, about five miles north of the Mexican border. They began by conducting Sunday school classes in a converted chicken coop on their small pig ranch. They had migrated west from Oklahoma in a covered wagon before the Depression, during which time Dad’s father (Grand Daddy) sold fertilizer. In fact, there are those who would say that selling manure might be the perfect training for a future preacher.

Now Grand Mama was dead, and Daddy assumed her to be in hell. Several years prior, she and her sister, my aunt Carrie, had both “fallen from grace” and gone back out into the world and begun drinking, smoking, and fraternizing with sinful and worldly people. After her death, we learned that my grandmother had played the dogs in Tijuana the day before she passed away of a massive heart attack. There was no way she could have made it to heaven with that sort of offense on her soul, even though she and Aunt Carrie had reportedly “come back to the Lord,” as we termed it, after over twenty years of being “backslidden.”

My grandfather was no angel, and some of the blame for this has to be laid at his feet for his womanizing. He was a good-looking, part-African and part–Native American man, with beautiful skin, wavy hair, and light green/hazel eyes. Though always sincere, he never seemed quite as serious as my grandmother about the things of the Lord and the strict demands of our holiness traditions. In fact, this was a struggle for many of the so-called holiness people, especially the preachers, all of whom were held to a higher standard. Men were perceived to have a greater struggle with sexual fidelity than women, though it takes two to tango. As a kid, this mystified me. It seemed always to be the men and never the women who were considered adulterers and fornicators.

Few of the African-American holiness preachers of that era had much formal education. Many, my grandparents included, could barely read; some not at all. They were simple, humble people still wrestling with Jim Crow laws and racial discrimination. The civil rights movement and Martin Luther King would not hit their stride until the mid-1960s, and my family had been struggling to live holy and preach holiness for at least twenty years before Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on the bus.

HELL 24/7

In those days, all the so-called sanctified people (we called ourselves the saints) had was home, work, and church. We avoided involvement with worldly things, people, or practices as though we were trying to prevent contamination by an infectious agent, which we presumed everything outside our sacred circles and world to be. We were taught to do as the Bible commanded: “Come ye out from among them and be ye separate” (2 Corinthians 6:17, KJV). The reference was to avoid being “unequally yoked” with unbelievers. The alternative was hell. In fact, we prided ourselves in and repeated the slogan “It’s holiness or hell.” We all believed this and sought desperately to live up to it, looking down on any who didn’t, especially those who claimed to be saved, sanctified, and filled with the Holy Ghost but didn’t live up to the standard. Twenty-four hours of every day, we were engaged in a struggle for our immortal souls.

My family believed strongly in fasting and praying to keep the devil from influencing or infecting our lives, causing us to lose our fragile souls and therefore our salvation. Some of my friends were children of holiness preachers, and we used to discuss the secret lives lived behind the closed doors of their homes. Severe beatings and verbal, psychological—and sometimes even sexual—abuse were rampant in far too many homes. Liv ing right was a struggle that at times became violent. We were taught that to even look upon a woman lustfully (desiringly, even admiringly) was to have committed the sin of adultery. This is what Jesus is quoted to have said in Matthew 5:28. We strove to have what we called “sanctified and pure minds.” We used to sing a song: “I woke up this morning with my mind stayed on Jesus, Hallelu, Hallelu, Hallelujah!” The song was based on the Scripture that says: “I will keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on the Lord” (Isaiah 26:3).

We were like martial artists practicing an intensive discipline to suppress our natural human impulses and keep ourselves walking the straight and narrow path. I always wondered how I could keep my mind absolutely stayed on the Lord 24/7. We quoted the Scriptures, like, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (paraphrasing Philippians 4:13) and “Greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world” (1 John 4:4, KJV), but it wasn’t easy for any of us, and, in fact, it exerted a baleful kind of stress and fear over our lives lest we fail and wind up bound for hell—or, almost equally dangerous and menacing, causing someone else to go there.

We weren’t supposed to watch television, listen to secular radio or music, or go to movie theaters. Playing sports was evil to the most severe holiness people. We were taught to literally “love not the world, neither the things that are in the world” (1 John 2:15, KJV).

My dad had all this in his mind as he stood over his mother’s body, both there in the hospital emergency ward and later at her funeral. I imagine that the rest of his six siblings wrestled with this sad and somber issue as well, not to mention everyone else in the church that day, all of whom were aware of Grand Mama’s presumed spiritual condition. Three of my dad’s brothers were alcoholics—one of them a preacher—and all of them, including my dad and his two sisters, struggled with fear, guilt, and shame. They were all representative of the religious culture in which we were raised and had become acquiescent to. The psychological wear and tear has been obvious to me for my entire adult life. In our constant struggle to avoid the momentary, unforgivable lapse that would cause God to fling us into hellfire, we had created a kind of personal, emotional hell for ourselves. I don’t agree with all of the points that “new atheist” writers like Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens make in their books, but about this they are correct: holding this kind of existential fear over the head of a child from the time he or she is old enough to comprehend it is a kind of abuse.

THE BEGINNING OF THE END OF THE BEGINNING

I have always wrestled with the concepts of hell and eternal damnation that most Christians embrace. They don’t make sense; it is clear to me that the concept of hell is a human creation used to terrify the masses into behaving as their religious institutional guardians desire. This is why I have come to the conclusion that God is not a Christian, even though I remain one—though not in the way that many Christians define themselves. Yes, due to my own awakening, I have truly left the reservation (or plantation), to the sadness, chagrin, and anger of many precious and beautiful people whom I love dearly. In expressing my insights, revelations, visions, and envisioning, I know that I am sure to shock, appall, offend, and perhaps enrage some of those people whose only offense is that their eyes remain closed and they remain enslaved to the fear-based theology they call faith. I say this only because I see this theology as destructive, damaging, and counterproductive. In tracing my own journey, I hope to blaze a trail for others who dare to wonder and ask, “Does what I’ve been told really sound like a God I would want to worship and devote myself to?”

I suppose that the beginning of the end for me came around the time I got the letter from the Jewish Federation of Tulsa after they’d learned about my theological shift into Inclusion Consciousness. They wanted me to meet with them for a breakfast meeting at one of the popular restaurants in Utica Square, arguably the most exclusive shopping center in Tulsa. This was a strange and unexpected invitation. What did the Jewish Federation want with me? I was profoundly curious, intrigued, and a bit intimidated. I had never even heard of the Jewish Federation of Tulsa. I loved Jews but had not considered interacting with them, even though I considered my Judeo-Christian ethics and theology very important and precious.

Jews and Christians have always tried to have a mutually courteous relationship, though it’s been problematic over the years. We’ve always tried to be friendly, if not exactly friends. As a Christian, I was always eager to see them come to Christ, confessing Him as their Lord and Savior as billions of Gentiles had—a stance that, with my new eyes, I regard as deeply offensive to their ancient and beautiful spiritual tradition. I have been to Israel nearly a dozen times since 1975 and led hundreds on Holy Land tours there. After all, Jesus was a Jew, and our Bible came from and indeed was a Jewish spiritual inheritance. The Apostle Paul, a profound and almost Pharisaic Jew himself, had written to the Christian Church in Rome that “all of Israel would be saved.” I would have thought my invitation from them would be a huge step toward this end, but I no longer believed that Jews or anyone else needed to accept Jesus to be saved. To my new way of thinking and believing at that time, God accepted them and all humanity through Christ, and thus were already saved. So this invitation was a doorway to a wider world that my Christian brethren seemed to fear: a world where not everyone believed in lockstep with Pentecostal fundamentalist doctrine.

I remember later proudly relating to Oral Roberts that I had received an invitation to speak at one of the local Orthodox syn agogues. His response was, “What on earth would you preach in a synagogue?” I was surprised at his question, since he had earlier insisted that I was not a Hebrew scholar (something I’d never claimed to be anyway) and that some of his rabbi friends had told him I was misinterpreting the Hebrew language and Scriptures in some of my sermons. He also boasted that he had Jewish friends with whom he frequently discussed Scriptures and Abrahamic history and had done so for years. Clearly, he was comfortable in the Hebraic milieu; why should he assume I would not be?
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