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Preface


I did not set out to publish a book but as I wrestled with a number of questions that I thought I had answered decades earlier I found myself writing stuff down. In doing so I came to believe that there is an important job waiting to be done by a bunch of people scattered across this planet. If I am right about this then others will probably be thinking and feeling similar things to me. They will have a gnawing hunger for God that they know will never abate until they are firmly bonded with kindred spirits in a network of friendship and prayer that embraces the earth.


If that strikes a chord with you then I think you should read this book.


On the road to reaching that conclusion, however, I found myself needing to examine and to try to understand Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom of heaven. What emerged was, at least for me, a fresh view of Jesus and his message. Not only did I start to get a handle on some answers to my questions but it turned out that Jesus is much more inclusive in his thinking and teaching than I had previously thought. And that really is good news.


So if you feel that Jesus may have something important to say to the world but you do not see yourself as ever being a religious person and perhaps you struggle with ideas like the Resurrection and the divinity of Christ then you also might benefit from reading this book. It seems to me that Jesus has made room for you.


We could call these two groups, standing at opposite ends of a spectrum of spirituality, the prophetic intercessors and the skeptical sympathizers. Within the spectrum are many who, like myself, are committed disciples of Jesus Christ. We are seeking a deeper understanding and experience of God and his power and purposes in a troubled world. This book explores the journey into a better future for the human race that Jesus invites all of us to make. If you are still not sure whether it is for you then you may find the Executive Summary helpful.


I am not much of a scholar but there is a fair bit of biblical analysis involved. Much of it is in the notes and appendices but some is necessarily in the body of the text. You will need to approach the Bible with an open mind, willing to take its words seriously and, when appropriate, literally. On the other hand the God I have been getting to know these past sixty years has a wonderful sense of humor and usually allows me to tackle theology with a bit of fun. So if you do decide to read my book – the book that I never intended to write – there is a good chance you will find it fairly easy on the mind. You might be shocked or entertained or challenged but I hope you will enjoy it and find in it some food for thought. You are welcome to let me know if (when, more likely) you spot my mistakes.


Roger Speare


sawdustonhisshirt@gmail.com




Executive Summary


1 Gazebos for God


Even some people who met the risen Jesus did not believe in his resurrection. It is, therefore, not surprising that the gospel Jesus preached allows for honest doubt. His key themes are actually “repentance” and “childlikeness”. So, starting from an atheistic view of spirituality we examine the implications of Jesus’ gospel for those who do not believe in God and how believers should relate to them.


2 Mary’s Story


Continuing our search for the essence of Jesus’ gospel we consider the case for the joined-up version of Mary of Bethany’s story to be the essential accompaniment to the gospel of Jesus. By retelling the story we help to propagate it afresh in the third millennium.


3 Spikenard Love


It emerges from Mary’s story that the most fundamental aspect of the character of God, and therefore of Jesus’ gospel, is love. Love has a two-way cause-effect relationship with forgiveness, which in turn is closely associated with healing. Faith starts to emerge from our examination of this spiritual dynamic.


4 Second Childhood


We continue unpacking faith, drawing on the personality, experience and teaching of Jesus. We show that each of us needs to rediscover childlike dependence on our heavenly Father in order to reverse the effects of the Fall, develop real wisdom and find a pathway to healing and service.


5 Renewed Minds


In this chapter we address the work of the Holy Spirit and the example of Jesus in enabling us to get free from sub-optimal behavior. Repentance takes on multiple dimensions. Lifetime goals come into focus. We tackle the question of how we can actually “be perfect, just as our Father in heaven is perfect”. And we take a look at the Cross in the light of these ideas.


6 Spiritual Warfare


We then turn our attention to spiritual warfare, the other main aspect of the work of the Holy Spirit. We discover how the Spirit enables us to become active in the battle to defeat evil and extend goodness in our world. We examine the nature of demons and angels and think about the problem of pain and suffering. And we establish the importance of the Bible.


7 Your Kingdom Come


Taking the warfare theme forward we study the Lord’s Prayer. We consider the nature of the kingdom of God. We enter the holy ground of worship, explore God’s call for prophetic intercessors and survey the kind of training process they will need to go through in order to fulfill that role.


8 The House of Prayer


In this chapter we consider the corporate dimension of Christianity and Jesus’ intention for the church to be a house of prayer for all nations, the spiritual temple at the heart of the kingdom. We examine Jesus’ mental picture of his church as a building and discover the importance of harmonious relationships therein. We pin down the important distinction between the kingdom of God and the church.


9 Leavening the Lump


Yeast, another of Jesus’ pictures of his church, combines effectively with his building model and the Old Testament Tabernacle. We note how these three models reveal a path of individual progress into greater levels of spiritual authority and we begin to get a sense of where Jesus is leading his church.


10 Mysterious Symmetries


The eight parables of Easter week provide the framework for a study of Jesus’ teaching about the end of the age and the consummation of the kingdom. We face the fact that Jesus really did foresee a cataclysmic supernatural change in the nature of reality. We identify the relationship of that event to the present period of human history and touch on the scientific potential for such a change.


11 The Day of the Lord


We note how God’s interaction with humanity has been tidal or seasonal in nature, periods of spiritual renewal being followed by decline as God, with endless patience, recycles human cock-ups. Yet overall there has been progress. We identify the challenge for Christians living today to seize a unique opportunity as the tide rises again.




Chapter 1


Gazebos for God


I have this recurrent daydream about the Father, Son and Holy Spirit at a board meeting in heaven when there was only them and nothing else existed. They are planning the universe and they have worked their way through the agenda from the big bang and all that was to follow it until they have reached the Incarnation: God is to become human. The Father and the Son have been discussing this with great enthusiasm and excitement while the Holy Spirit has been quietly listening. Finally the Holy Spirit speaks: “You know what’s going to happen?” The Father and Son pay attention. “They will make a religion out of it.” The Son looks at the Father and says: “She’s right.”1 With a grateful smile in the direction of the Holy Spirit the Father nods his agreement. “We will need a contingency plan”, he says.


It will come as no surprise that I hardly ever find myself agreeing with atheist philosophers. However, coming across Daniel Dennett’s book, Breaking the Spell, turned out to be one of those rare occasions. In Breaking the Spell Dennett deals with “religion as a natural phenomenon”, arguing that religion is a human invention. I think he is correct. The apostle Peter unwittingly demonstrated this human inventiveness on a mountaintop one day when he saw Jesus’ face dramatically change to shine like the sun, saw his clothes become an intense white and saw him chatting with Moses and Elijah, two long-dead prophets back on a day trip from Paradise. And the best Peter could come up with as a response was, “Hey, Jesus, I’d really like to build three gazebos for you guys.” That is religion – a well meaning but bumbling and in the end futile attempt to capture and preserve the essence of an encounter with The Numinous.


In the course of debunking religion, however, Dennett comes up against the awkward phenomenon of spirituality. He realizes that spirituality is quite distinct from religion – people can be spiritual without being religious, and vice versa – and that spirituality is too big a deal to be ignored. It is a whole different ballgame from religion. So he has to find a way to fit spirituality into his analysis and the following passage represents his best shot at doing that.




Let your self go. If you can approach the world’s complexities, both its glories and its horrors, with an attitude of humble curiosity, acknowledging that however deeply you have seen, you have only just scratched the surface, you will find worlds within worlds, beauties you could not heretofore imagine, and your own mundane preoccupations will shrink to proper size, not all that important in the greater scheme of things. Keeping that awestruck vision of the world ready to hand while dealing with the demands of daily living is no easy exercise, but it is definitely worth the effort, for if you can stay centered, and engaged, you will find the hard choices easier, the right words will come to you when you need them, and you will indeed be a better person. That is the secret to spirituality, and it has nothing at all to do with believing in an immortal soul, or in anything supernatural.2 (Daniel Dennett. Breaking the Spell)





Spirituality Versus Religion


In fact Daniel Dennett has come up with a pretty good scheme for becoming a better person and all of his ideas find strong support in the Bible. Parallels to each of his aspects of spirituality can be found in Jesus’ teaching. (Appendix 1) However, his definition is lacking in several respects.


Caring for other people is a serious omission from Dennett’s analysis. Perhaps it can be inferred from what he has said and maybe if spirituality had been the primary topic of his book he would have expanded his definition to include a clear reference to altruistic behavior but its absence is noticeable and significant. Also in order to support his conclusion that spirituality has nothing at all to do with believing in an immortal soul or in anything supernatural he has to ignore dimensions of spirituality that definitely do require belief in the supernatural, just about any kind of prayer, for example. Nonetheless, Daniel Dennett has succeeded in defining an important area of overlap in the experience of believers and non-believers and this is a valuable insight on which we can build.


Now, something can be true whether or not you believe it and for me spirituality and God are inextricably linked. Therefore, it is the potential for undercover work by the Spirit of God that I want to explore. If God can influence us at the unconscious level of our minds without violating our free will to bring about beneficial change in our personality and behavior then our conscious beliefs become less relevant to the process of character construction. Those beliefs are still important but their significance lies elsewhere, as we shall see. So in this opening chapter I will attempt to unpack what Jesus has to say to the unbeliever.


I have written in the margin of Dennett’s book alongside his definition of spirituality the words “repentance” and “childlikeness” because his definition reminds me of both those key themes of Jesus’ gospel: a fundamental change of mind and attitude, humbly moving the focus of interest away from self to the larger world of which we are just a small part, resulting in wiser speech and actions. You can do this, as Daniel Dennett says, without believing in anything beyond the material world. He has described one of the most important spiritual transitions a person can make: dying to self and self-attitudes. He has found words that can be equally meaningful and acceptable to people of all beliefs or none. Here is something we can agree upon despite our many and varied ideas about the nature or even the existence of God.


One can be selfless without being a believer. It is possible to have a humble mind without being a theist. One can be awestruck by the wonders of nature without seeing them as created by a Person. One can be focused and engaged with the moment and wise in speech and action without having faith in God. One can work at being a better person without the knowledge and encouragement of a heavenly Father.


God Incognito


The first key word from Jesus is “repentance”. Repentance means changing one’s mind. It is recognizing that one’s thoughts words or actions have been wrong and taking steps to change them. You do not need to believe in God to do that. The writer to the Hebrews defines the deepest foundational layer of the spiritual life as “repentance from dead works”.3 That which is dead has ceased to make any contribution to life and can only putrefy and infect if left lying around but cutting out mental gangrene does not necessarily require a theistic belief system.


Then there is “childlikeness”. On at least one occasion Jesus called a little child to him and setting him in the center of the listening crowd he told them that unless they were to be converted and become as little children they would by no means enter the kingdom of heaven. All three Synoptic Gospels report such an incident.4


Can a person “humble themselves as a little child” without believing in God? Daniel Dennett speaks of “an attitude of humble curiosity”. Young children have an endless capacity for asking questions. You tell her something and she says “Why?” So you scratch your head and offer an explanation only to hear the question repeated. This goes on until she has whittled the subject down to something that fits into her experience. I believe God wants us to question in humility and not stop until we arrive at something solid enough to make sense. We should never believe anything that we are not prepared to think deeply about and that must include questioning and challenging the existence of God. Jesus is calling for a change in our thinking that results in us becoming spiritually like a little child. I do not believe that young children are perfect – we all know that is not true – but their minds have a certain freedom from bias and they are easily led, hence Jesus’ dire warning to adults who corrupt young children.


When my daughter was about five or six we were in a clothes shop to buy her a dressing gown. My wife was trying to talk her into choosing a particular gown that she liked but my daughter was digging her heels in because she thought it looked too babyish. I was standing by watching them get more and more frustrated with each other until an idea occurred to me. I pointed out to my daughter that this gown in its general appearance looked rather like one already owned by her mother. That did the trick and we left the store with our purchase and everyone happy.


Jesus tells us we must return to a state of childlike mental freedom and allow ourselves to be led by God. Our Father is always capable of seeing the best way forward and we must respond in humility to the inner voice of conviction. The result will be the forgiveness of our waywardness and the discovery of a personal agenda that has at least some resemblance to the mind of God. In other words we will have entered God’s kingdom. I think it is possible to hear and respond to that inner voice of conviction, conscience if you like, without necessarily recognizing it as God. The Holy Spirit can and does work incognito.


Dolphins and Dawkins


An atheist with a humble questioning attitude would say that they are not aware of evidence sufficient to convince them of the existence of God, and certainly there is no infallible proof of God’s existence that I have come across. But then neither is there any such proof of God’s non-existence. Philosophers have been arguing about it for centuries and more recently scientists have entered on both sides of the fray. Nobody can produce a knockout punch because it is impossible to prove or disprove the existence of someone who cannot be objectively detected inside our reality system. And if there were such a person who could be so detected then they would not be God; they would be just another part of the system. This does not mean, however, that reasons to believe in a personal benevolent creator cannot be sought and found.


For me the idea of God offers the best explanation for why there is anything at all, why space, time, matter and energy actually exist and how it is that I exist as an individual person possessing the freedom of mind to be able to ask that searching question, “Why is there anything at all?” In company with many and probably most other believers I did not come to my faith through intellectual investigation but through personal experience. Nevertheless, for me it will always be important to use every opportunity to check the reasonableness of what I believe to be true.


Borrowing some words from John Robinson’s Honest to God I believe that what lies at the heart of things and governs their workings is personal.5 At the beginning and the end, the top and the bottom and in or under or behind every individual part of physical reality but extending infinitely beyond it is the ground of my being, a person whom I call God. But what kind of God do I believe in?


By and large our ideas about God sit somewhere between two poles. At one extreme is Deism, the idea that God created and energized the universe but then so to speak stepped back, sat down and became a spectator. Deism does not work for me. I recall the thrill I experienced when dangling my fingers into the open top of a large tank at Sea World; I discovered that fish can enjoy and seek out human contact. In a similar vein I remember the gospel singer Barry McGuire telling the story of how he spent a hilarious hour as a teenager leaning over the side of a fishing boat off the Californian coast while a school of dolphins jostled for position to have him whack their noses with a knotted towel. We reach out to other creatures and they respond to us.


Animals also care about other animals not of their own kind like the pet dog refusing to leave the burning family home in order to protect four tiny kittens trapped inside.6 If God is responsible for creating animals capable of that kind of behavior then I find it impossible to see him as a deistic zookeeper. However, Deism does emphasize an important aspect of God’s nature.


Many great scientists have held a Deistic view of God and even Richard Dawkins admits to respecting people who hold this view today. The reason is that Deism sits comfortably with the self-governing nature of the universe that is embodied in the laws of physics. Our idea of God needs to recognize that he has created something that does not need him to constantly intervene from outside the system in order for the creation to function properly. God has built into the universe an enormous amount of potential for self-management and invention.


The Caring Creator


At the other extreme in our notions of divinity is Pantheism, the idea that God is in every particle of the universe but has no existence independent of the universe. Richard Dawkins refers to Pantheism as “sexed-up Atheism”. It seems that some materialists can go as far as believing in a cosmic mind arising out of and bound up with the physical universe but not a Creator who exists independently of it and extends infinitely beyond it while causing and indwelling every part of it. When you boil it all down it is the idea of a personal God that Dawkins is objecting to and that is what you get when you join Pantheism to Deism: a Creator who cares.


The Bible presents us with a God who encompasses the two very different qualities of transcendence and immanence, the extremes of both holiness and intimacy.7 He is the cause of but he is also involved in and, therefore, he cares deeply about his creation. Sometimes it helps me to think of God as the supreme scientist, the master engineer who has set up this universe with all of its amazing and endless self-regulating and creative complexity. At other times I can feel the Spirit of God closer to me than the air that I am breathing. Through the interplay of these very different channels of communication I come to understand and experience the Father-love of God the Creator of all things and I am drawn into a personal relationship with him.


To me this whole God package is intensely real but in a strictly scientific sense it is un-provable, a presupposition, an act of faith. However, there is only one other possibility that I can see, and that is atheism. This too is a presupposition, an act of faith. There are only two options; either somebody is causing physical reality or physical reality is just happening. The problem is that whenever I try to analyze these two alternative ideas, to assess and compare their reasonableness, I am quickly overwhelmed by the incomprehensibility of both concepts. I cannot really grasp either of them. Evidently I do not have the necessary mental equipment.


On the one hand an omnipotent personal Creator capable of achieving a predetermined end result while accommodating the uncertainties of human free will would need a mind large enough to respond to millions of human choices every second let alone all the other endless possibilities that are generated by the workings of chance in the universe. This pulverizes my imagination. It needs to be said, however, that this particular credibility gap is getting narrower as we develop ever more powerful super-computers.8 The mind that endowed electrons and semiconductors with such huge potential for us to discover and use in this way must itself be even more immense than those machines.


On the other hand the idea that something just comes out of nothing seems totally ridiculous. If that process could ever be defined in a mathematically based “Theory of Everything” then where would that theory have come from? If it had been composed in our minds then it could hardly explain the existence of those minds; but if it had pre-existed us and we had merely discovered it then we would be back at the root problem without having explained anything. The mathematics would need either to have come spontaneously into existence out of nothing or to have been created.


Yet despite both these ideas being way beyond my grasp one of them must be correct. Therefore, you can choose to be a “Bright” who believes physical reality is just happening ex nihilo or, like me, you can choose to be a “Smart” who thinks a bet on God is a good investment. If God turns out to have been nothing more than an interesting but erroneous theory I will never know! If a Bright is mistaken then, if they have unwisely relied on belief in God’s non-existence to justify a life of callousness or cruelty towards others, there could be one “hell” of a shock awaiting them.


In response to this paradox I think that Jesus proclaimed a message of forgiveness and entry to the kingdom that did not require belief in God. Did he realize that implication? I very much doubt it. Jesus would never have met a scientific humanist and probably not any other kind of atheist so he never had to deal with such ideas. Yet even if Jesus did not anticipate exactly how we might interpret his teaching in the twenty-first century he did understand the importance of meeting people where they were in their life with the minimum of preconditions. He has defined the entry qualification of the kingdom as a universal spiritual principle, repentant childlikeness. This door is open to all regardless of their beliefs.


Repentant Childlikeness


Of course, as people who have experienced the reality of God’s indwelling presence we Christians will want to take the opportunity, when it arises, to encourage non-believers to seek after God but we must, like Jesus, engage with people where they are now. We have to be prepared to present the ideas of childlikeness and repentance from dead works as being the way for all of us to become better people and for the world to become a better place. So these days when I talk to my atheist and agnostic friends I try to avoid intellectual confrontation. We speak about how we should be living our lives and thereby discover much common ground to be explored. It is great if that leads on to sharing my experience of God but only if it is the right time and place to do so.


I used to think my job was to make sure that as many people as possible would hear and believe in the good news about Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection because that was the only certain way we can be “saved” in the eschatological sense. By that I mean being excused for our actions when we eventually come to give account of our lives to God. I believe in that courtroom drama of the final judgment, as did Jesus. I also believe that it is only because of Jesus’ obedience in being willing to die on the cross that vast numbers of humans will be made righteous. However, I now see that Jesus placed great emphasis on living better in this present life and saw this as the pathway to moral exoneration in the next. He taught that our destiny beyond this world depends on our actions rather than our beliefs, and the first action required of us is to repent.


Repentance is a major theme in the Synoptic Gospels. “Repent” was his first public pronouncement. Jesus said he had come to call sinners to repentance and he commissioned his disciples to go on preaching until repentance and remission of sins had been shared with all nations. They started out well on this task. The punch line of Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost was, “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins”. His second sermon in Solomon’s Porch again majored on repentance, mentioning “faith” only in relation to the miraculous healing of a lame man. But after a while the message began to change. “Belief” or “faith” became increasingly prominent.9


By the time the fourth Gospel was written late in the first century it was possible for the author to give an account of Jesus’ life and ministry without a single use of the word “repent”. I’m not joking. Zilch! Clean sheet! Not one mention. John’s Gospel is all about “believing”. “Repentance” is off the radar screen, although in fairness to John he does record Jesus telling a couple of people to “go and sin no more”. (See Appendix 2 for a detailed study on repentance versus belief in Jesus’ teaching)


Honest Doubt


Does it matter if the message has changed? I think it does. Repentance is something that everybody should be able to understand and put into effect. Believing the truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, on the other hand, requires a quantum jump in the mind. No sensible person is going to accept as a fact that a man has risen from the dead without first thoroughly investigating the matter and carefully weighing the evidence. Even then on the basis of experience they may still reject the idea. In fact there are many professing Christians who believe in a spiritual but not a literal physical resurrection. Thomas, one of the twelve disciples, would not believe it until he was confronted with the risen Jesus and Matthew, with disarming candor, reports that “some doubted” even when they were so confronted.10 (He was actually referring to the eleven disciples – twelve minus Judas Iscariot – so they must have later come to believe because all of them were present and active on the Day of Pentecost, but only after having doubted.)


Would God place such an intellectual hurdle in the way of forgiveness? Significantly in Luke’s account of the Great Commission the message that the risen Jesus gave to the disciples to preach in his name was encapsulated in the phrase “repentance and the remission of sins”.11 Even at this late stage, with the living proof of the resurrection before their eyes in the very person of Jesus back from the dead, he did not lay down belief in his resurrection as a necessary condition of forgiveness; only repentance was required.


Given the unavailability of an infallible proof for the existence of God and the skepticism of some of the original witnesses to the Resurrection a belief-based final judgment on how we have lived our lives when we stand before God seems morally unfair. However, even if it were ethically well grounded it could still only be logically justified if there were many more people who have had access to the story of Jesus Christ than who have not. But that is far from being the case; knowledge is the exception, ignorance the rule. Living as we do in a world where Christianity is the largest religion and communications are global we could easily assume that virtually all of the seven plus billion people alive today have heard of Jesus. This is not so but even if it were it would still only be a very small part of the story because we need to take account of all the humans who have ever existed, not just those who are still around in the twenty-first century.


The results of four different academic studies indicate that between 50 and 100 billion humans have lived on earth since the beginning of time.12 First, there were all the people who lived and died in the thousands of years before Jesus was born. (Perhaps 100,000 years if you accept the majority scientific view.) Then for the first 1500 years after Christ he was virtually unknown outside Europe and parts of the Orient and Africa. It is only in the last 500 years, since Europeans started to explore and colonize Africa, Asia, Australia and the Americas, that many people in those areas would have even had a chance to hear his name and it is only in the last half century or so that the spread of radio and literacy would have made knowledge of Jesus Christ possible other than by word of mouth. It seems certainly the case that many billions of people have lived and died without knowledge of Christ.


How could a God of justice and love prioritise moral exoneration to a tiny minority of humans who possess knowledge only obtainable from the Bible and who have been fortunate enough to have lived in an era that accounts for less than one percent of the entire period of humanity’s existence? Thankfully, according to the gospel of the kingdom that Jesus preached, it is not the knowledge or lack of knowledge of any particular set of truths that matters. What matters is repentant childlikeness. Knowing about Jesus Christ, believing in his resurrection, even believing in God is not what gains us entry to the kingdom of heaven. The importance of belief in those truths emerges at a later stage on the road we will be traveling in this book; at the gate of the kingdom they are unnecessary.


Finding Better Options


Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom can be transposed as follows. Repent, change your inner person by changing your thinking, and become as a little child. Make any necessary reparation. If you do this then the guilt and shame concerning your past behavior that burdens your present and blights your future will be lifted from you. You will be set free from the bondage of your history and your anxieties. Shift the focus of your attention from your own concerns to the needs of the other person and you will become wiser in your speech and actions. Whether you realize it or not you will have taken the vital step across the threshold of eternal life and if you persist in that disposition of repentant childlikeness day-by-day and hour-by-hour you will continue as a subject in God’s kingdom. Your life will come under the moral government of God, whether you believe in him or not.


People in all times and places with whatever personal or collective beliefs they held about the nature of reality could and did discover this spiritual principle. They have found that good things flow from having the mind, the inner person, focus its attention on something other than its own self-centered interests and desires. They have found fresh creativity and liberty by purging their thinking, words and actions of that which seeks to enslave or exploit other people.


In the coming chapters we will see that God’s plan is to get everyone into the kingdom but not necessarily to get everyone into the church. When all are in the kingdom there will no longer be any need for a key holder. The church is a temporary phenomenon, a means to an end. When the job is completed the church will be no more.13 Our objective as Christians is to be the catalyst for establishing the kingdom and in so doing we will eventually work ourselves out of a job. When the lump is completely leavened the yeast has no further purpose.


Our primary task as Christians is neither persuasion nor preaching; it is prayer. We have a vast power at our disposal to sway the course of events and to change the thinking and behavior of people without them knowing anything about it. Our priority must be to discover how we can effectively carry out our real job in the world, bringing about change in a way that faithfully preserves people’s freedom of choice while intervening through the spiritual realm to enable them to find and choose better options. This is God’s way. We are to be the house of prayer for all nations. We are here to open people’s eyes to the merits of the dressing gown they have been ignoring or rejecting because they considered it too childish.


In this work the church is to collaborate with the Great Intercessor, Jesus, who ever lives to make intercession for us and all those others who will come to God through him. During his time on earth he showed us what could be achieved through a total commitment to seeking the face of God in prayer. His teachings are full of encouragement and guidance on this vital subject. The kingdom of heaven is to be actualized on the earth through the prayers of the saints.


Skeptical Sympathizers


We serve the King whenever we respond to the needs of a fellow human. Conversely, when we fail to attend to those needs we are overlooking or ignoring Jesus. In effect we will meet Jesus many times in our life without realizing it. We do not need to have read the Bible or belong to a church or even be aware of the existence of either the Bible or the church. We may or may not be following some religious path. We may not even believe in God. Yet we will happen upon Jesus whenever we meet another human in need and our response to that person is our response to him.14


By adopting a humble, inquiring and teachable daily walk with God, if we believe in God, but if not then in a focused and engaged relationship with our fellow humans, conscious of and concerned for their needs and problems and aspirations, willing to put ourselves out in order to serve them, we dispose ourselves to the kind of righteous behavior that gains us entry to the kingdom. This counts for more than religious practices.15


Of course, Christians know that God gets no pleasure from human unbelief and to serve the Lord effectively we must believe in him.16 Progress as a disciple of Jesus depends upon our trust in God and I do not think that an atheistic spirituality will ever be able to tap into the creative and healing power that offers us the only real opportunity to defeat evil in this world. This book will investigate how believers can become more effective servants of the king and play their part in establishing the kingdom of God. I hope you will stay with me as I seek to explore this theme through to its grand finale. However, when it comes to getting right with God on a personal level, taking the first step into the spiritual life, I think our Father is looking for the death of our self-centeredness. Such will allow his entry through the back door of the spirit rather than the front door of the mind.


If Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett genuinely cannot see any reason to believe in a personal creator at the core of reality then will God on those grounds censure or reject them? I imagine I can hear that One on the throne as it might be when we come before him to give account of our stewardship:


“So Richard, you didn’t believe in me. Got enough evidence now? Anyway, never mind all that God delusion stuff. Let’s talk about those sick people and what you did for them.”


“Now you, Daniel, I seem to recall saying, “For goodness sake let’s try to get food and clothing to everybody who needs them as soon as possible.” Well then, did you?”


“And you, Roger, when exactly did you visit me in prison?”


There was silence in heaven for about half an hour.




Chapter 2


Mary’s Story


The large man shouldering a hefty wooden beam filled most of the narrow street and he stopped to let Mary squeeze past with a radiant smile. A fleeting expression of sadness passed across his face, as he seemed to find the answer to an unspoken question but then the intense warmth returned. Mary would find it difficult to forget that smile.


Then a couple of days later she saw the joiner again in the wealthy district where most of her clients lived. A new house was being built and he was on the roof absorbed in his work but he spotted her. She returned his cheery wave feeling as if she had known him all her life.


Some time later when the charismatic builder with the large smile had become better known for other reasons Mary got word he was due to dine with one of her clients. Not knowing quite why, but confident from her previous visits that the doorkeeper would let her in, she headed for the house. Mingling with other women by the dining room door she listened to the builder telling stories about birds and seeds, fishes and nets. He talked with passion about a caring heavenly Father who desired to forgive and befriend his human children. Mary felt overwhelmed by a deep longing to know this builder’s God.


Then suddenly it became clear why she had come to Simon’s house. With her heart pounding she stepped into the room and stood at the end of the couch on which he was reclining. Sobbing uncontrollably she knelt down and a flood of tears soaked his feet. She loosened her glorious waist length hair, using it as a towel. On a cord around her neck was a flask of fragrant oil. She kissed his feet, anointed them with the oil and gently massaged the calloused skin.
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