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Dedication

For Beau James

(aka Beau Beaus, Beau Buddy, Little Guy)

b. November 19, 2019

When you grow up I hope you will read

(or at least buy) all my books.

And thank you for believing in me.

Grandpa loves you very much.




Epigraphs

Neither is new wine put into old wineskins; otherwise, the skins burst, and the wine is spilled, and the skins are destroyed, but new wine is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are preserved.

—MATTHEW 9:17 (NRSV)

Because the whole world before you is like a speck that tips the scales

and like a drop of morning dew that falls on the ground.

But you are merciful to all, for you can do all things,

and you overlook people’s sins, so that they may repent.

For you love all things that exist,

and detest none of the things that you have made,

or you would not have made anything if you had hated it.

How would anything have endured if you had not willed it?

Or how would anything not called forth by you have been preserved?

You spare all things, for they are yours, O Lord, you who love the living.

For your immortal spirit is in all things.

—WISDOM 11:22-12:1 (NRSV)

The cosmos is an ocean that drowns every mind.

—NICODEMUS OF THE HOLY MOUNTAIN
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Prologue

Abundant Life

I spent much of my life unknowingly abdicating the task of taking full responsibility for my faith. In my younger years, I largely accepted and absorbed the narrative of faith that had been written for me, thinking it to be my own. Then for two decades, as I was busy working and parenting, I would occasionally tweak the surface of it—I guess I was too preoccupied for anything other than some light editing for punctuation and typos.

And so later in life, when moments of spiritual reckoning demanded more of me, I was ill prepared.

Life, it turns out, has a habit of throwing us curveballs. By curveball, I don’t mean some bump in the road that could easily have been avoided, nor some annoyingly uncomfortable moment that can be handled by distracting ourselves on our phones, going for a jog, or flipping channels. I mean those experiences that are so momentous we simply cannot continue living as if they hadn’t happened—everything changes, and we know we cannot remain as we were.

As for me, my inherited beliefs eventually ran out of steam and collapsed in on themselves. They could no longer explain my day-to-day experiences and, rather, always seemed to be at odds with them. This led to a dark and difficult period in my life of not knowing what to believe, if anything. And if my decades of teaching, speaking, and writing count for anything, I am hardly the first or only person with a story like that.

These upending experiences can be deeply personal and, as in my case, literally cosmic. But whatever they are, they have a habit of boring deep into the very foundations of our stories and calling into question the validity of core elements of the story. Once that happens, the story needs a Part Two—an after.

The big lesson I learned from wrestling with my own curveballs is how deeply my faith in God had been cemented in fear—which is to say, how I viewed God as very much antagonistic toward me. And so any thought on my part of listening to my experiences and interrogating my inherited faith—to inspect its boundaries let alone climb over its walls—was seen as a crisis that had to be averted or at least resolved immediately.

But over time I would come to see that this is precisely the wrong attitude to take. This fear-crisis model of faith, where all things had to fall into place “or else,” was simply no match for my raw, complex, messy, out-of-control existence. And this got me thinking differently about God. If the infinite God of the cosmos is real, surely God understands my puny humanity and sees my questions and struggles as more than a nuisance. It would take years for me to truly accept the idea that my disruptive experiences are not outside impositions to or an attack on my faith, but are the soil out of which my faith matures and takes shape. The thought of ignoring what my head and heart were screaming at me and simply staying the course became not only more and more difficult, but—if God is truly real—utterly nonsensical. Can I really “ignore my experiences”? Can any of us? Is this really what God expects of us? If we ignore them, then what is left of “us”?

This realization was the game-changer. It created a space for me to step away from the fear-crisis model of faith and toward a curious-hopeful model. That model is built on seeing God as a relentless, compassionate inner presence in my life, always beckoning me forward. That model is one of peace, curiosity, and hopefulness and rests on my embrace of the mystery and love of God.

I value the experiences of my younger years—they are still part of my story. I am still a Christian but a different sort of Christian than before. I am not one driven by fear of slipping off the tightrope with the next stiff wind. Rather, I am seeking to live into the sacred space of God’s Presence with curiosity, hope, peace, and love of others. I believe this is the type of relationship God seeks to have with us.

I continue writing my narrative, of course—as are we all. We are dealing, after all, with the infinite Creator of the infinite cosmos, so how can it be otherwise? Working out faith “on the go,” as it were, is very good news, indeed. I can live my life seeking God with curiosity, courage, security, and peace, knowing that making adjustments is a part of the life of faith.

Jesus said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). An abundant faith while embracing the curveballs of life—that’s what I’m after, and that’s what this book is all about.




Chapter 1

My True Purpose. Or Not.

AT THE AGE OF NINE I found my true purpose in life—to play major league baseball. I’d been smitten with the baseball bug while flipping channels and landing on WPIX 11 in New York City, the station that carried Yankees games. I still have a memory of those innocent black-and-white images. My parents were German immigrants who knew nothing of baseball, so it came to me as something of a spiritual epiphany rather than an heirloom. To this day I thank my lucky stars for this formative moment (and that I didn’t stop at WOR 9 and become a Mets fan).

Now, spoiler alert—I did not become a professional baseball player. So why am I still thanking my lucky stars? Because you never outgrow your childhood passions—and if you’re lucky, you get to bring them back into your life in ways you couldn’t have predicted when you were all-or-nothing convinced of what you would and wouldn’t do when you grew up. To quote Terence Mann (played by James Earl Jones in Field of Dreams), “The one constant for me through the years has been baseball”—through all the twists and turns and ups and downs, for longer than I’ve been a husband, a parent, a professor, or a Christian, giving me delight and, like most things worthwhile, frustration.* To this day, forty years after I had to stop playing, I still find myself randomly picking up a bat I keep near my desk and giving it a few swings (hey dogs, move!), holding a baseball in my old pitching hand or putting an old glove up to my face and breathing in the still lingering scent of leather and glove oil.

God, however—well, that’s another thing. God has been a part of my life journey, too, as far as I can remember, but in a more complicated way. To be honest, God has never felt as dependable as the rhythms of baseball and has often proved more frustrating. At least in baseball you have some predictability, some consistency, some clear and unimpeachable boundaries. Three strikes and you’re out, three outs a side, and the team with the most runs wins.

But, as I would come to find out, God doesn’t seem to have any predictability, consistency, or clearly defined structure, despite what I had been taught to think. In a crushing disappointment in my young life, I experienced how I could not count on God, even though “counting on God to come through” was what my church had taught me with as much uncompromising clarity as “a ball that goes over the fence is a home run.”

So when, as a recent college graduate, my young life arrived at a moment of truth, I was sure that God had been leading me to my deepest desire. I was resting on the invariable, Newtonian-like law, as sure as gravity, that God is fair, grants us the true and pure longings of our hearts, and is faithful to us as we are faithful to Him.* But at that precise moment, God was AWOL when some stupid, random thing intervened to thwart my life’s purpose, shortchange my future—and blow up my faith and my world.

I thought God behaved a certain way. I found out God doesn’t. So now what would I do?






My First Blown Elbow




But back to when everything was still in place before it came apart.

Months after my television epiphany, I started playing Little League baseball, which immediately became the purest source of joy of my childhood. I was obsessed. On game days—in a scene straight out of The Wonder Years—I would hop on my metallic green Schwinn Sting-Ray and get to the field an hour before we were supposed to. I just sat in the dugout. Alone. My happy place. Pete Rose famously said he would walk through hell in a gasoline suit just to play baseball. Fine, Pete, but would you do it an hour early? Hmm? I don’t think so. Anyway, just putting on my old-school flannel uniform and pulling up my stirrup socks made my stomach flutter.

A rained-out game was more devastating to me than the flood was to Noah’s generation. In fact, one particular rainout led me, at the age of eleven, to my first act of blasphemy, at least the first one I remember. It had rained all day, and by late afternoon the game was cancelled. As if on cue, no sooner was the game called than the clouds parted, and the sun shone warm and bright, as if to mock me. I was was SO ANGRY I looked up at the sky and spit out the words, “Damn you.” I’m not kidding. I was eleven and I damned God. Nothing I’ve ever written about God that has made my critics go nuts can even come close to this sacrilegious moment of biblical proportions.

You get the picture: I. Loved. Playing. Baseball. There was never a single moment when my interest waned. I wanted to play all the time and planned on doing so until I was too old and they had to cart me off the field in an iron lung. And like countless kids the world over, I wanted to one day play in the major leagues, and anyone who tried to lecture me with a dose of its statistical unlikelihood became immediately dead to me.

Memories tend to bend and twist in our favor as we recall them, but I am not far off the mark when I say that I got to be a pretty good ball player. I could always throw hard, so as I got older I gravitated toward pitching. During college summers I played on a semi-pro team, and as a college senior, I was nationally ranked among Division III pitchers in “strikeouts per nine innings.”1 Some scouts came to watch me pitch. Playing professional baseball was becoming a distinct possibility. I wasn’t a top prospect, but I was good and wanted a chance. If I could just get their attention, get my foot in the door, I knew, with God’s help, I could make it.

One week after my college career ended I was home working out with my semi-pro team. I was already scheduled to go to several tryout camps over the next few weeks, one of them at Shea Stadium in New York where the Mets played at the time. My coach encouraged me to work on a pitch that most professionals have in their arsenal, a slider, which is like a curveball but is thrown much faster and curves at a sharper angle. It also puts a lot of stress on the elbow.

After about fifteen minutes I was starting to get a feel for how to use this new weapon—until I felt a pop and burning sensation in my elbow. I went home to ice it, as was my routine, but after forty-five minutes with the elbow in a bucket, the pain was just as bad. That had never happened before. I knew I had a problem, but I didn’t yet know how severe. It would take me a few weeks to realize that my baseball dream ended that afternoon.

The diagnosis (without the benefit of MRIs) was tendonitis, and the recommendation was several weeks of rest. But I didn’t have several weeks. My window WAS the next several weeks. So, with tryouts looming, I spent the summer frantically praying and rehabbing like I was bailing water out of a sinking canoe, icing constantly, and showing up at tryouts smelling of Ben-Gay. At times my arm hurt so bad I could barely comb my hair. Each day I waited for God to show up to bring me some miraculous healing.

The best shot I had was the Shea Stadium tryout in July of that year. My arm had calmed down enough to make a go of it, and I impressed the scouts—one even said “whoa!” after I uncorked my first fastball. Maybe this is actually happening? After I got done, I turned to them and could see they liked what they saw. They clearly did . . . until one of the scouts asked me my age. “Twenty-one.” Without a word—not a single word—they both turned and walked away. Conversation over. Apparently twenty-one was too old.2 I was stunned. What just happened?! My life’s dream was being swept away like crumbs off a kitchen counter.

I lingered in the locker room long after the other guys had left, hoping to catch a private moment with one of the scouts to see what I could do to persuade them to sign me. I don’t recall the conversation, but whatever I said made no difference. All I remember is driving back home across the George Washington Bridge to New Jersey in the denial stage of grief.

I hung on for a few weeks that summer, still pasting my arm together as best as I could for some other tryouts. But by the end of August, I was tired of the pain and tired of the uphill climb against the odds. With mourning, I put my glove and spikes aside and moved on.

That’s when my baseball journey ended. And that’s when my real journey began, a journey I am still on long after baseball went back to something I watched rather than did.

I thought God behaved a certain way. I found out God doesn’t. So, where would that leave me? What am I supposed to think about God? What exactly is “God” anyway? Those questions were no longer academic. They would shape my journey of faith for the rest of my life, long after this blown elbow healed and others would come.






Oh Lord, Thanks for Nothing




Baseball was the trial of my youth and young adulthood, but I know it’s just a game. My pain and disappointment are not to be compared to the hardships and devastations others face throughout the world at any moment and across time. But I don’t feel the need to rank pain. For me, at that moment, this was my crisis and therefore my entry point to a path I had never walked, one where my lifelong baseball dream incinerated along with my understanding of God.

Some of my ideas about God were shaped by my parents. God and Jesus were real, but I didn’t have much content beyond that. There were no family Bible readings or prayer times, apart from a traditional German prayer before dinner. In junior high school, my parents did send my sister and me to a Lutheran church for two years of confirmation classes. I remember memorizing the Nicene Creed, and the changing festive colors that marked the church calendar. But I never really internalized any of that until a few years later, near the end of my sophomore year of high school, when my religious life took a life-changing turn.

It was the mid-1970s and I found myself in a jam-packed small church that was attracting the younger crowd seeking meaning in life. I had never seen a church like that—a lively place with electric guitars, drums, and a lot of laughter. For several months beforehand, I had had what I still believe are some real, tangible experiences of God. I actually felt hounded by God while walking the halls in my high school or strolling the aisles at the supermarket. I felt that day in church was decision time, the moment God had been leading me toward. I gave in to the “hound of heaven,” from a late-nineteenth-century poem by Francis Thompson, raised my hand (with “every head bowed and every eye closed”), and, in the language of the day, “accepted Jesus into my heart.”

For the next six years—through high school, college, and that post-college summer of baseball trauma—this was my church. I owe it a lot, but it focused almost exclusively on getting people to convert, which left little room for getting into deeper questions. The content of faith was considered to be fairly straightforward: God’s relationship with humans was basically transactional. Humans sin and God punishes sinners—God has to because He hates sin so much. But Jesus stepped in and took the punishment for us. Our side of the transaction, our only obligation, was to accept that Jesus did this—and really mean it—so that when we die, we go to heaven rather than burn in hell for eternity.

Meantime, while we are waiting either to die or for Jesus’s Second Coming (which could literally happen at any second), we had to work very hard to make sure we lived lives worthy of people who have Jesus in their hearts. If not, our conversion would fly out the window, leaving us once again on the outside, like our forebears Adam and Eve, who, having tasted paradise, were nevertheless tossed out, with angels brandishing flaming swords barring any hope of reentrance.

I bought in to staying the course, confident that God would be with me every step of the way, keeping me safe, answering my prayers, and helping me become a bold, confident disciple. That’s what I was taught, or at least what I caught, and it was reinforced by a steady diet of Contemporary Christian Music and other entrapments of conservative evangelical Christian culture.

Because I was an intellectually curious person, some of the pieces never quite came together for me. About a year after my conversion, that initial excitement began to wane, and I started having questions about the logic of this or that church teaching. But the only way the church equipped me to deal with doubts was to raise my hand and get saved again, seeing as the first one didn’t seem to take. And that made me even more motivated, probably more so subconsciously, to do things that I felt would make God very pleased with me, like trying to drag my friends to church (which never worked—sorry, guys!), reading my Bible daily, listening to mainly Christian music, and laying before God my deepest desires so that He would take over, see them through, and all the glory could be to Him.

But my deepest desire melted like summer snow when my elbow popped and those scouts about-faced me in Shea Stadium.

My baseball dream and my faith that gave my life structure, meaning, and security about the future crashed into a three-foot-thick block of concrete at sixty miles an hour. All I could do was sit there in the middle of the road shaken, stunned, wondering whether this had really happened. I couldn’t explain it all away. I couldn’t make up good excuses for God. Doubt and disillusionment were beginning to take root, along with resentment, anger, and most of all just plain sadness. My elbow popped, and God was a no-show. Now what?






Adjusting My Swing




I look back now, forty years later, and can say that I believe God is nothing at all like the deity I had given up on—quite the opposite, in fact. But at the time, the nice, down-the-middle batting-practice, grapefruit-sized, easy-to-hit pitch that my faith had led me to expect from God suddenly and fiercely curved down and away from me in mid-swing. Life had thrown me my first curveball. I never saw it coming. Strike three, three outs, game over.

We all face our own curveballs. Something happens—small or great, out of the ordinary and wholly unexpected—that makes us question what we’ve always believed about God, and what our next move should be.

It was two full years before the sadness of a crushed dream gave way to some peace. But for me to get there, my understanding of God had to be adjusted from the man upstairs who grants wishes to another kind of God—one who sees my pain, understands it, sits with me in it, and then walks with me along the slow and steady path of inside-out transformation because of it. It took time, and I would like nothing more than to be able to package a three-step formula for others to follow, but, of course, faith in the infinite God doesn’t work that way. Eventually, however, my faith shifted from despair to something deeper, more textured, more real, more complicated—more grown up.

When we get thrown a curveball, it doesn’t have to mean “game over,” but it does mean we have to be willing to make adjustments to our swing in order to make contact with the ball. As Hall of Famer Willie Stargell said, “To me, baseball has always been a reflection of life. Like life, it adjusts. It survives everything.” Yay, Willie! But let me add that baseball does more than survive—it thrives, it grows, it evolves. The same can be said for faith.

My faith crisis was not about God as much as it was about how I expected God to show up. That is the big lesson I learned during that season of my life, and would come to learn in deeper ways as the decades of my life passed. My blown elbow experience came to be a signpost writ large not that God wasn’t real (though I definitely had my periods of serious doubt); rather, I came to understand that my understanding of God was not adequate for handling reality. My crushed dream was an invitation—actually, an offer I couldn’t refuse—to recognize that I had been laboring under a small view of God. I was beginning to find out that God is bigger, completely out of my control, and more mysterious than I had been able to capture in slogans and childish expectations.

Making adjustments to how we think about God and faith isn’t easy, at least I can say so for myself. But I can recall two small steps I began taking in those early post-college years that helped me inch forward when all I knew about God was falling apart.

First, processing with people I trusted was huge—even if their experiences didn’t match mine exactly. Some of my friends had grown a little skeptical of their inherited faith, too. I can’t say we always handled our newfound skepticism with insight and maturity—we spent way too much time poking fun at the low-hanging fruit of TV preachers. (If you’re up for it, please do type “Tootin’ Tilton” into your search engine.) But still, I had some friends who were on a similar journey, and I needed that camaraderie in my life. Finding a new, if also small, community that embraced curiosity was key.

Second, I expanded my community another way, by reading books to help me grasp a vision for Christian faith that understood God differently from what I had been exposed to. That alone was a bit of a miracle, since I wasn’t much of a reader back in those days. But because I sensed this deep need to learn, I started reading anything I could get my hands on: theology, biblical interpretation, church history, philosophy, not to mention C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia, which gave me a sense of how faith needs our imagination—a necessary tool for experiencing the mystery of God, as I would come to see years later.

I may not have understood the full implications of everything I read in those books, but they became an extended community across time. They gave me much needed perspective and helped affirm that my desire to seek a bigger God wasn’t a sign that I was going crazy.

These two steps—expanded community and growing in knowledge—would become part of my stride of faith for the rest of my life. Not that they provided final answers to my questions, but they set me on a path that let me experience God differently—a path that has continued and broadened throughout my life. Today, I would express myself very differently, but that is exactly the point: my understanding of God has continued to change because the curveballs and the adjustments did not stop coming. I’m just thankful that early on I came to see that it was fine and good to make adjustments to how I understood God.

And it is never too late in life to make those adjustments.






Don’t Be Afraid




This book is about our faith in God and what can happen when what we thought we knew about God is confronted by everyday experiences that challenge, upset, and refuse to align with that faith. What happens next? What do we do?

Rather than telling you how you should respond to your curveballs, I’d like to relate a bit of how I have responded to mine. I’ve had many experiences, utterly unscripted, that I could not ignore over the years and that have put me in a place to see God differently. I cannot tell you what steps you should take to move forward, but I would like to encourage you to become more aware of that inner voice telling you that adjustments are needed and not to feel broken or unfaithful about making those adjustments. I guarantee you are walking a common path.

But I am also hoping to channel a sense of urgency. Interrogating our ideas about God is vital for a healthy faith in the world we live in. When our understanding of God is etched in granite and kept behind a glass case, never to be touched, we are not being faithful—we are actually undermining the continued viability of our faith. My own faith has been enriched and deepened by adjusting my limited understanding of God to address some of the more pressing questions that have arisen for me, questions about the Bible, science, life and death, and other things. Had I not done so, I don’t think I could have continued on my faith journey at all.

Adjustments are good. Adjustments are inevitable. Adjustments are evidence of a growing faith.

I am not interested here in defending how our experiences prove (or disprove) God. Rather, I want to show how my experiences have called me to see a God beyond the limiting and inadequate conceptions of God I had. My ultimate hope for you is that you will find something here that will help you come to find a “better” God as you handle whatever curveballs you face. When I cursed God at age eleven, I was cursing a false deity. When I gave up on the God of my baseball dream, I gave up on a codependent deity invested in making sure that Pete’s plan for Pete’s life would happen just the way Pete wanted it to in order to keep Pete from having bad feelings.

I would come to know more blown elbows in the years to come, more curveballs that led (or shoved) me to look deep inside and interrogate my understanding of God, where it fell short, and to make adjustments. And all of my adjustments eventually—sometimes with great difficulty—led me further into landscapes of faith I would otherwise have never seen. I was learning to leave a fear-crisis model of faith and move toward a curious-hopeful model.

We will always have to face our curveballs about God because our understanding of the limitless God is always limited, partial, in need of revision. We never arrive at a place where adjustments are no longer necessary, where our human limitations have been overcome. Adjusting our understanding of God isn’t a sign of weak faith, nor is it an attack on faith—it is faith.

The curveballs in our lives are where the real growth happens. In that sense they are blessed moments, visions of grace. I don’t say that lightly. I am not suggesting that in the face of grievous darkness we put on a smiley face because “God has a plan” (yuk). The circumstances that bring us to face our small understanding of God are marked by real loss and pain that will come to us in varying intensities and durations.

But after the loss and pain—indeed, because we have experienced loss and pain—we may also catch glimpses of a grander vision of God, where God is beyond our control; beyond the inadequate convictions that carried us through in earlier seasons; beyond the claims of absolute, unquestioned religious formulations; beyond any limitations we place on God, intentionally or not—a God whose ways, to echo Paul, are inscrutable and whose mind cannot be known, a God who surpasses all understanding. Our job in all this is to try to be willing to stay awake to what our experiences are telling us about this better God and to make adjustments when necessary.

Ironically, the big obstacle that got in the way of my doing just that was my own religious tradition. So that is where we begin.




Chapter 2

I Love You, Bible. Just Not “That” Way.

IT WAS AN OCTOBER AFTERNOON in 1989, and I was in my first semester of doctoral studies. I remember that day because that’s when it all began falling apart.

After a day of classes, I rode my ten-speed back home to our little apartment, parked it out back, and walked into the kitchen as always. But today would be different. Today I would have a conversation with the refrigerator.

All I remember clearly is standing there staring at the Maytag and uttering a thought that I had been suppressing for weeks but that was now ready to spew forth: “I don’t know if Abraham was a real person. I . . . don’t think he was. Most of Genesis, in fact, seems more like stories than history.”

There. I said it. Finally.

I wasn’t exactly expecting an answer from the freezer compartment, but within 0.4 seconds, another voice I had been keeping at bay for weeks, a voice of judgment, elbowed its way to the front: “Abraham? The father of Israel? Never lived?! Uh oh, you’re in TROU-OU-BLE with God now! And wait till everyone hears how you’ve gone full-on heretical in four weeks. Nice work. What a weak-minded joke you are. Shame on you.”

As this dialogue was happening, my wife and our firstborn were playing in the next room. The joyful sights and sounds of normal life and my unexpected theological crisis were coexisting, occupying the same time and space, and both were undeniably real. From that moment on, wrestling with unsettling thoughts about the Bible would be as much a part of my normal routine as feeding and changing our two-year-old son.

I had always been taught that the Bible is our main and best guide for understanding what God was all about. My curveball here was watching my study of the Bible cause that view of the Bible—and the God who stood behind it—to slip away from me. And this wasn’t simply an intellectual exercise. That voice of judgment in my head mirrored my community of faith. I had a lot to lose.






Be Careful What You Wish For




Looking at this on a larger scale, that moment was my first real confrontation with an age-old problem—whether sacred texts should be read literally or whether they are best read figuratively or symbolically. That question is as old as Christianity and Judaism but has blown up in recent generations because of the impact of science and the modern study of history. Not only have Judaism and Christianity had to address this problem, but so have Islam and any other religious traditions with an ancient sacred text that is understood to lay a claim on our modern lives. I was never entirely oblivious to this issue, but I was always able to keep it at a safe distance—until that moment facing the Maytag.

What made the question so urgent for me is the following factoid that religious groups with sacred texts tend to believe: God was in some way personally and directly responsible for producing those texts. God inspired human authors to write every word God wanted written, in exacting detail, which is why—speaking for my own tradition—the Bible is often called the “word of God.”

Now here is the real twist. In the Protestant circles I had been moving in for half my life at that time, a God-inspired text had serious implications. Among them, perhaps the most important, is that the Bible, as the word of God, can clearly never be wrong about anything, and in particular about history. And that’s what prompted my Maytag moment: by confessing that I was no longer sure that father Abraham ever existed, I had willingly and knowingly crossed a tightly guarded boundary.

Few things raise the alarm quicker for biblical literalists than saying the Bible has historical problems. Over time, I would learn to turn down the dial on that inner voice of judgment and shame, though it was difficult and my wrestling still bubbles to the surface now and then. After all, the dire consequences of betraying my Jedi training and going over to the dark side had been drilled deep into my evangelical marrow for many years. Whenever a threatening thought dared to enter my mind, a scolding auto response was programmed to kick in <cue deep, throaty Darth Vader breathing>: God finds your lack of faith . . . disturbing. After all, He sent His only Son to die for you on the cross, and this is the thanks He gets?! You can’t even keep it together for Him and just believe the Bible like everybody else? More than disappointed—God is now actually about-face angry with you, Pete. If you don’t repent of your weak-spined faith, right yourself, and return to the fold quickly, you will continue zip-lining down the slope to total unbelief and the pit of eternal fire waiting for people like you.

And yet (if I may think out loud for a moment), was this scenario really my fault? If my notions about the Bible could evaporate like an August dew within a half-semester of doctoral classes and doing some reading, then perhaps the weakness wasn’t in my spine. Like a frail plant that needs careful tending and constant protection from sun and wind, perhaps the real problem wasn’t me but the fragile, unsustainable version of Christianity I had been told was my only option. Maybe the pressure of reading the Bible “literally or else” was the deeper problem, not my questioning it.

To continue with my Maytag moment, I had just graduated from seminary five months earlier—a seminary I would describe as thoughtful though staunchly conservative. I entered seminary never having had any serious thoughts about becoming a pastor (because, eww, people). I just had a drive to learn all I could about the God I said I believed in, and, as a good Protestant, that meant studying the Bible.

Thanks to my professors, seminary kick-started in me a love for exploring the sacred text. I liked it so much that I decided to go to graduate school to focus on the Hebrew Bible—what Christians usually call the Old Testament. After all, that part of the Christian Bible is famously difficult for keeping a Christian’s interest, with all of its begats, conflicts with science, strange laws, repetitive stories of corrupt kings, and prophets going on for pages about Neo-Assyrians. But it also happens to make up about three-quarters of the Christian Bible. Sooner or later I knew I’d have to deal with it, so I might as well dive in, grab that tiger by the tail, and put the pedal to the metal. So, in the late summer of 1989, my young family and I made the trek from the land of the Phillies (ew) to the land of the Red Sox (more ew) and Harvard University’s Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations. I couldn’t wait! I hit the ground with wheels spinning at eighty miles per hour.

Had I known the emotional cost that journey would demand of me (personally and socially), I might have slunk back into the waiting arms of a familiar faith, where the Bible is not seriously questioned, let alone interrogated. To be completely honest, even during my seminary years, I was always a little skeptical about a view of the Bible where all the pieces aligned like metal filings under a magnet. But I did not comprehend how profoundly my experiences in the next five years would change me, and would continue to for decades to come and to the present day.

Over the years, I would do a lot of blank staring amid existential crises—while riding on public transportation or shopping for groceries, during parent-teacher nights and in-law visits, during sermons (even my own), and at other times when a fifteen-second stare off into space is socially awkward. But, to jump ahead a bit, I now view those early experiences, difficult though they were, as moments of God’s Presence that would lead to much needed personal transformation.

I would later come to see that on that fall day in front of the fridge, I was taking my first real steps toward what Jesus called dying to yourself—and yes, dying to ourselves often means dying to our understanding of God. I was beginning a slow process of learning to interrogate not so much the Bible but my unexamined beliefs about the Bible, which were baked into me more deeply than I knew, and—this is the real point—affected directly how I thought about God. If left unchecked, that path would have certainly derailed me as life became more complex in the years to come.






The Beatles and Israelite Origins




Have you ever believed something to be absolutely true only to find that the truth is more complicated? Like the Beatles?

In my early teen imagination, I was the fifth Beatle—or simply George’s replacement. I



















A Little Breathing Room







	Not just Genesis, but any biblical books that deal with history are not so much accounts of “what happened” back in the day, but religious and political lessons to be learned for the writer’s audience.

	Many biblical books were written by anonymous authors living generations and even centuries after the events they describe.

	The Bible is not truly a “book” but an anthology of ancient texts written over about a one-thousand-year span of time and that contain diverse and contradictory points of view.

	The Hebrew Bible as we know it did not exist until centuries after the sixth-century BCE Babylonian exile when it was brought together by anonymous scribes.

	The biblical writings are not fully unique but reflect cultural assumptions of antiquity and thus contain myth, legend, and folklore.













A Better Bible and a Better God
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