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Introduction

I REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I saw the Lord of the Rings as a kid. I apparently sleepwalked into my parents’ room later that night, where I stood over their bed calmly informing them I was an elf and that doom was upon us all.

I remember rising early one morning before anyone else and catching Ghoulies II on TV. A ghoul monster tunneled through the pipes and came out of an in-use toilet. Subsequently, I only squatted over—never fully sat down on—a toilet seat again until well into high school. Aerial precision was difficult from such heights, spawning a mythology at my local summer camp, where the staff often whispered about an unidentified youth known only as the “mad crapper.” The case remains unsolved to this day.

I remember the first time I saw the movie The Matrix, about how our material reality is a dream. I was walking home afterward and looked up at the sky, wailing through my outstretched throat, “I want to be woken up! Somebody help me! Please! I wanna wake up!”

In hindsight, I was a boy in desperate search of a story. Not merely to lose myself in entertainment but to find myself in a narrative. I think I was trying to glimpse a bigger journey in which to locate myself, my character arc, and what I was or was not scripted for. And while a thousand years ago I may have struggled to fit into the prevailing story stained in glass at the local cathedral, my much more contemporary problem was the exact opposite: there were a thousand stories coming all at once, in ever-multiplying mediums and screens, often with inconsistent visions, morals, aesthetics, and philosophies. Some of those stories even claimed that there was no story, no script, no plot, no higher meaning binding together each act in a grand play of existence; that life was a tale told by no one, signifying nothing.

I was not born into the Christian story, which might help explain why I was always searching for something in its place. I was raised in downtown Vancouver, Canada, where people are statistically more likely to meditate before meals than to pray. Vancouver has the lowest number of people going to church weekly (3 percent) in North America.1 And the household I was born into was not, at least originally, part of that 3 percent. Even when Christianity became a bigger part of my life, it initially did so as just one option amid a smorgasbord of other stories, religions, and philosophies to choose from, with seemingly nothing unique to make it stand out from the crowd. God was getting out-told by beat poets, songwriters, comics, playwrights, philosophers, scientists, and Quentin Tarantino. In comparison, I’d just never heard the Christian story told well enough. In fact, I hadn’t really heard it told at all—Christianity only ever seemed to sputter out in fragmented pieces, cherry-picked to preach such and such a point, tied together more by appeals to faith than by any narrative logic, beauty, or moral power. If Jesus were still dead, he’d be turning in his grave.

My wife likes to joke that I became a preacher because I couldn’t stand to listen to anyone else talk. My goal as a pastor and now as a professor has always been to say things my younger Vancouver self might actually have bothered to listen to—to present the Christian story in a way that is deep with philosophy, science, or history yet also widens eyes with drama, play, and wit. I’ve tried to do the same thing with this book. I didn’t write it for you; I wrote it for my younger self. But you are more than welcome to listen in.

The original title of this book was A Sexy, Dramatic, Philosophical Introduction to Christianity. I wanted to combine big ideas with big tales told provocatively, wedding my love of storytelling with my academic training as a professor of philosophy and religion. The stories would make the book engaging and exhilarating enough for a wider audience—regardless of one’s age, education, background, beliefs, or (non)religious upbringing—while the philosophy would make it deep enough to challenge even the most seasoned Christian to see things in a new way. The closest parallel might be C. S. Lewis’s book Mere Christianity, which used to be that one book you could hand almost anyone at any stage of faith, nonfaith, or vehement antifaith and still cause to them think. Yet that book was written nearly a century ago for a different time and culture, and no longer fills that hole in our contemporary marketplace (no matter how hard we try to make it fit). We desperately need more contemporary introductions to Christianity that are also sexy, dramatic, and philosophical. However, my publisher hurriedly informed me that philosophy was not sexy enough to sell books and that Christians would not buy a book with sexy in the title. So instead, you got The Journey of God: Christianity in Six Movements.

However, I’ve slowly warmed to this new title, for the beauty of a journey is that it doesn’t need to be just one thing but can be many things spread out over time and over the many legs of the adventure. A fight scene with knives and lovemaking can be followed up by a philosophical interlude over a pint. As such, I’ve allowed each chapter in the book to feel a little different from the last. I’ve tried to dance between philosophy, science, poetry, romance, violence, history, historical fiction, comedy, drama, dialogue, and death, weaving them through various genres and styles into one mostly coherent, occasionally bonkers journey—less Sunday school, more Pulp Fiction. And while we toyed with the language of six acts rather than six movements, we ended up going with the latter. For while acts suggest closed segments—with one act ending for the next to begin—the language of movements is more fluid, brash, and overlapping, like waves in a wartime sea. The Christian story may have already played out with robed people in a bygone past, but I believe it also continues to move, roll on, slosh, and rise in me each morning and moon. The Journey of God is my own, a movement I not only assent to but am swept up by. It is the story I never saw coming but to which in desperation I came. And in which I now find and lose myself.

This book is the whole Christian story in six movements: creation, fall, nation, redemption, church, end. God creates the world, humans ruin it, God works through the Jewish nation to fix things, bringing about redemption through the Jewish Messiah (*cough* Jesus), leading to a community of supposedly redeemed people who like to call themselves the church, and then the whole thing ends with an apocalypse and dragons. I think it’s a good story, a story worth telling even if it’s not true. The crazy thing, though, is that I think it just might be. And so do billions of other people, too. So if you’re not going to read this book to understand God, the universe, or yourself, then perhaps you might read it simply to understand the rest of us and why we still believe in Bronze Age myths in an age of iPhones, nuclear warfare, gene editing, online dating, AI, VR, and 3D-printed cupcakes.








  

  MOVEMENT I

    Creation
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AS A LITTLE BOY, I would sometimes sneak past the foot of my parents’ bed (this was before their divorce, when there were seemingly no snakes in our garden) and creep out onto their balcony and up to the roof, where I’d fall asleep under the stars. I did this so often that we eventually set up a tent out there. Sometimes, I’d awake in the morning staring directly up at a sky of blue filled bright with sun, and there would be a brief moment where I didn’t know where I was, experiencing the sights and sounds of creation as if for the first time. Morning rising, moon receding, trees twitching with the wind, birds joining the chorus, everything good and glorious and unspoiled. It was like being born and surprised by everything. But then I’d shake awake, brush my teeth, catch the bus, and move on with my day, forgetting that first moment when I didn’t take the universe and existence itself for granted.

What is this world into which we are thrown? What is nature, and how did it and the universe and all of us get here? Why is there something rather than nothing? These questions are so basic we sometimes forget to ask them at all. It’s with these questions that we start our story in the first movement: creation. When God supposedly created everything. It’s the first moment, the first set piece, the first act in the cosmic drama, when everything is newborn, surprising, unfamiliar, and unassumed. And so fittingly, the very first line of the Bible goes, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1).
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This vertical timeline is repeated at the beginning of each chapter in the book. Set against a dark background, the vertical timeline will highlight in white all of the chapters already presented, along with the current chapter added as the last visible item in the timeline. All of the section and chapter titles still to come remain barely visible in a dark gray color. So here, since this is the first chapter in the book, the only highlighted items are the opening section and chapter titles: in this case,  "Creation, " as the section name, is listed at the very top of the timeline, and immediately below it are the words  "Creation Begins, " which is the first chapter’s title.









ONE
Creation Begins

“In the beginning . . .”

(GENESIS 1:1)





WITH THESE FIRST THREE WORDS, the Bible already puts its foot in it.1 For the Greek philosopher Aristotle had argued that the universe never began to exist but stretched back and back into infinity, without any first moment or beginning. And since Aristotle was a big deal, it seemed for a while like all the smart folks thought the Bible was wrong from the get-go. There was no in the beginning—the universe had always existed. And if the universe has always existed, then why, you might wonder, would we need a God to bring it into existence? If there is no first moment of creation, what need have we of a Creator?2

Fast-forward to 1929. American Astronomer Edwin Hubble has made some fascinating observations about the universe. Hubble expected all the galaxies to be unmoving and fixed in space. He anticipated that one galaxy would be a set distance from another galaxy and that the distance between them wouldn’t change over time, any more than the distance between Paris and Berlin changes over time. Yet when Hubble actually looked through his telescope, it was as if every galaxy was moving away from every other galaxy. No matter what angle Hubble looked at it from, everything seemed to be shooting away from everything else. The universe was like a polka-dot balloon being blown up, with every dot expanding away from every other dot.

But then something even more radical happened. Astronomer and Catholic priest George Lemaître (you don’t need to remember all these names) asked: What would happen if we reversed the expansion? What if we played the tape backward and watched the cosmic balloon shrink instead of expand? The universe would shrink and shrink until it was nothing but a one-dimensional dot, which could shrink no further. If going forward in time blows the cosmos up, going back in time shrivels it back to barely anything at all. (When I give this talk, I usually blow up an actual balloon, and at this point I’d slowly let the air flatulate out to illustrate the reversal.)

Lemaître realized that if we imagined going back in time—if we played the expansion of the universe in reverse—eventually there would have been a first moment of creation, when the entire universe ballooned into being. And so the universe must have a beginning. Picture a grenade exploding in a war movie, all the fragments blowing up in every direction, expanding outward in a great circle. But then play it in reverse and see all the fragments coming back together until they meet again in the middle, at the first instant of the explosion. At the first instant of the Big Bang.

Usually when we speak of something beginning to exist, we mean the beginning of a particular thing within time and space: The beginning of spring. The beginning of puberty. The beginning of a weeklong vacation. The beginning of some event within time. But the Big Bang is not the expansion of matter outward into space and time. Rather, the Big Bang is the expansion of space and time itself. The Big Bang is not just the beginning of our universe within time; no, it is the beginning of time itself. It is the beginning of spacetime, the beginning of there being beginnings, the very first beginning. Ours is a tale older than time. The universe may end with a whimper but it began—like all of us—with a bang.

Now, a young-earth creationist might be tempted to put the book down at this point (though there are creationists who believe in the Big Bang; they just think it happened more recently than mainstream science does). However, I’m not talking about the Big Bang to try to get you to believe in it. Rather, I’m trying to help you enter a conversation—one that has been going on for thousands of years. Since at least Aristotle in the fourth century BC, many of the brightest minds assumed that the universe was not created but had always existed from infinity past. But in the early twentieth century, mainstream science began embracing the Big Bang, and suddenly everyone was saying what Jews and Christians had said all along: that the universe had a beginning. It has not always existed but was created at some point in the past. And if it was created, then what created it? Who is the cosmic balloon artist?*1
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“In the beginning God created . . .” (Genesis 1:1).

So after the Big Bang, mainstream science says the universe burst outward, like a grenade exploding. Yet if everything is flying away from everything else, how did enough pieces come together to form stars and galaxies? How can you stop the force of the grenade and bring some of the fragments back together again? What force brought together enough exploding chunks of the universe so that there was sufficient matter clumped together to create stars, galaxies, planets, humans, and Mark Zuckerberg?

Gravity, that’s what. The pull of gravity was just enough that some of the exploding chunks of the universe began to draw close to one another again, like gravity drawing our feet back down to earth. Gravity means that mass draws mass to it; that’s why we stand on the earth’s surface instead of bouncing about like moonwalking Teletubbies. The Big Bang explodes the fragments of the universe away from each other, but then gravity draws some of them near again. These clumps of matter are gravitationally drawn to one another, snowballing until they become big enough to form stars, galaxies, and planets, which eventually allow for intelligent life.

But for this to happen, the force of gravity had to be just right. If it were even slightly weaker, the outward push from the Big Bang would have been too strong for gravity to counteract it, and everything would have kept flying away from everything else forever. But if the force of gravity were slightly stronger, then it would have been too powerful, and all the bits of the universe would have slammed back together again with a giant crunch, like the Hulk crushing someone’s skull in his fist. And so, again, no stars, galaxies, or planets could have formed. Thus, the force of gravity had to be just right. In fact, if it had deviated in just one part out of 1059, then we wouldn’t exist at all. When I give this talk, I usually make the audience watch while I write out fifty-nine zeros on the board. It takes a bit, and I have to switch writing hands halfway through. Thankfully, I now have a computer (and an overindulgent editor):

1 out of 100000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000



That’s how big an improbability—how perfectly precise—the gravitational rate is. And gravity is merely one of dozens of such perfect conditions that had to be just right. The expansion rate of the universe could not have deviated one part in 1055 or else we wouldn’t exist. The proportion of energy released when helium is created had to be exactly 0.007—if it were even 0.006 or 0.008, we wouldn’t exist. The ratio of electrons to protons couldn’t have deviated one part in 1037 or else—you guessed it—we wouldn’t exist. Sir Martin Rees, a professor at Cambridge and the former president of the Royal Society, lists six such factors that had to be just right in the early universe for us to exist.3

Recognizing such statistics, Sir Roger Penrose, a Nobel Prize–winning mathematician and physicist at the University of Oxford, calculated that the odds of our universe randomly bringing together all these factors in just the right way are one out of 1010(123). I would have typed that number out for kicks as well, but if I typed at a rate of one digit per second I’d still be typing when our galaxy crashes into the Andromeda galaxy five billion years from now. There are more zeros in that number than there are atoms in the universe, so even if we had forever to write it, there wouldn’t be enough ink or paper to write it upon. That’s how precisely tuned the universe is for life.

Now, I don’t think that this magically proves God exists. In fact, it’s probably better that you don’t suddenly change your whole belief system just because I threw some random statistics at you. Especially because there are many different ways to try and make sense of those statistics. For example, Rees, the guy who came up with those six numbers above, is actually an atheist. Rees admits that the scientific evidence makes it look like the universe is perfectly designed; he just disagrees on how to interpret that evidence. Rees takes a multiverse approach, according to which there are potentially an infinite numbers of universes, and so one (or more) would eventually get it right by chance, no matter how insane the odds. We just so happen to be that lucky one. If you have an infinite number of lottery tickets, you will strike it rich eventually.

Perhaps Rees’s thesis is right. Probability is an odd and wonderful thing—you’re only here because you were the one blessed spermatozoa out of one hundred million who won the lottery. Crazy stuff happens; maybe our universe just got lucky. Or maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t sheer dumb luck. Perhaps the initial conditions of the universe seem perfectly crafted precisely because there was a perfect craftsman. Perhaps, even if the odds of there being a God are only one in twenty, that’s still preferable to the one in a trillion million billion Brazilian reptilian odds that we just got lucky. Perhaps, “In the beginning, God created . . .”

(P.S. You might have wanted a stronger start to the book and to the universe than just “perhaps.” But I think that uncertainty and open-mindedness are actually the perfect place for faith to begin. God cannot enter a closed mind.)
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“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1).

The Bible rounds out its opening statement by specifying that what God created was the heavens and the earth. The heavens up there and the earth down here, the skies and the ground, space and matter. So, you know, pretty much everything—the entire universe that stretches from down here out unto the heavens in every direction.

And isn’t it staggeringly insane that any of it exists at all? It didn’t have to. It might not have been this way; there just as easily could have been no universe. Indeed, a famous philosopher once said that the greatest mystery of all is, “Why is there something rather than nothing?”4 Yet we take mere existence for granted, as if this were just obviously how things had to be. We’ve become so used to our daily lives, so accustomed to sleeping, waking up, driving to and from work, that we’ve forgotten how bizarre it all is, how strange that anything exists at all! How strange that we reside on a bluish-green marble, hanging midair, suspended by nothing, frolicking around a great big ball of fire.

None of this is normal. The gift of life is not a given. Even the most assumed aspects of our existence might have been radically different. As Martin Heidegger wrote, “To philosophize means to be constantly perplexed by what common sense considers self-evident and unquestionable.”5 But Heidegger was a Nazi, so let’s appeal to a different source: “Unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3). For Jesus, heaven is beheld by wee eyes—little children who haven’t had their senses sanded down by the dull repetitions of adulthood, glimpsing each wonder and thingamabob as if for the very first time. As children, we used to hungrily squeal, “Why?! Why?! Why?!” about every little thing, until we learned to be quiet and just pass the dang salt. We’ve grown up and come to take for granted that which is most mysterious. We’re like fish who’ve forgotten water. Like rich people who don’t remember how privileged they are. Like readers who take for granted how much time authors spend searching for the perfect analogy.

We’ve grown up and forgotten how shocking it all once seemed, forgotten how different it all might have been. There could just as easily have been no heavens and no earth. The laws of the universe might never have been or might have been totally different. Gravity might not have existed, and so matter would never have pulled itself together to form galaxies, stars, or planets. Perhaps we could have been created in a universe where light and sound waves didn’t exist or where our five senses were different. Perhaps we’d get around by following our noses, or evolve to use telepathy, or communicate through farts like herrings do (this is true).6 Perhaps, instead of three or four dimensions, we could have been created in just two dimensions, like stick people. Or seventeen dimensions, or 525,600 dimensions. Perhaps, instead of a logical, mathematical universe, we just as easily could have been born into a crazy, illogical, Alice in Wonderland universe.

The fabric of space and time itself might not have been. According to mainstream science, spacetime only comes into existence at the Big Bang, and so might not have been. We can’t even take space and time for granted! Perhaps, instead of space spreading things out into distinct regions, there might have been no space at all, and so all things would have been stuffed into one tiny, unextended dot · Perhaps, instead of time existing and allowing movement and change and growth, we all might have been frozen in place like unmoving, timeless statues in a cosmic Medusa’s garden.

Nothing about the way our world works is obvious or how things had to be or just the way things are. Because once, they weren’t. Once there was no heavens or earth. Once there was no universe. Once upon a time, before the beginning of all things, there was nothing. And then suddenly, mysteriously, wondrously—and with a great Big Bang—there was something.



*1. 

Considering that two of the earliest atomic building blocks of the universe are hydrogen and helium—both of which have been used to fill balloons (google “Hindenburg”)—I think a real case can be made that referring to God as a balloon artist is more accurate than calling him Father, Jehovah, or G-d. This started as a joke, but I think I’ve almost convinced myself.









[image: The vertical timeline adds the words “Creation Is Not God.”]








TWO
Creation Is Not God

“MOM, IS GOD REAL?” the little girl asked, looking down with grim concern. They’d had the Santa talk a few years earlier, and I suppose she was worried that yet another brick from her childhood was about to come crashing down.

Mother didn’t answer that day. Instead, later that week, she took her young daughter on a hike up the local mountainside. After marching upward in sweat and sun, they finally turned around at the tippy-top to behold the beautiful valley below. Glacier mountains stretched from the right side all the way down to the Pacific Ocean, where Bowen Island poked up and out of the choppy, sun-gleamed surf. Greeting the waters at the shoreline were endless pines standing at attention, swayed by the back-and-forth breath of ocean breeze. Enthralled, the mother pointed out at the natural world in front of them, proclaiming with breathless praise, “This is God.”

I learned about this encounter years later from the daughter, and it deeply resonated with me at the time. This romantic merging of God and nature is one of the few ways faith can still seem relevant today. A bearded father figure in the clouds feels distant, dull, and outdated. But a cosmic Mother Nature still tickles our spiritual itch, as shown by these quotes from popular thought leaders:

Oprah Winfrey: “I think if you believe in the awe and the wonder and the mystery [of the universe], then that is what God is. That is what God is, not the bearded guy in the sky.”1

Lee Bladon: “God/Life/Universe is everything and everyone. . . . Life becomes so simple when we remember that everyone is an aspect of God.”2

Neale Donald Walsch: “There is no separation between me and God, nor is their [sic] any difference. . . . God and I are one.”3

John Lennon: “I believe that what people call God is something in all of us.”4



Millions of people today believe that the difference between us and God is an illusion. God is the birds, trees, dogs, and bees, and everything in between, including us (because we’re part of nature too). I am God. You are God. We are God. I am he . . . as you are me . . . as we are we . . . (and we are legally restricted from quoting more than three lines of a Beatles song in print). Creator and creature are one. And if I am one with God, and God is one with you, then, logically, we are one with each other. Hi, me! I am one with you, and you are one with the ocean, and the ocean is one with the sky. We are in a dream state on earth, and when we wake up we realize there are no real distinctions between things. There is only God.

And we can really see this seeping into our cultural conversation. By which, of course, I mean Disney movies. In Avatar, the goddess Eywa is made up of all living things, connecting the entire forest and the natives into one united consciousness. In Moana, the sea and the islands are depicted as gods, with nature alive and full of divinity. In The Lion King, Mufasa says, “Simmm-ba, we are all one.” (Five bucks says you read that in a James Earl Jones voice.)5

Now, in the first chapter, we tried to go back to the beginning and experience the universe as if for the first time, recapturing the beauty, intelligence, and awe of creation. And as soon as we do that—as soon as we appreciate how awesome the universe is—it makes sense that our next response might be almost worship-like. Many of our ancestors bowed down and prayed to nature itself, and as someone who used to sneak out and sleep under the stars, I very much understand that impulse. Leave me alone in the woods too long, and I’ll be tempted to worship a goat’s head and make sacrifices to a tree (just kidding, mostly).

However, the first chapter of our story also made something else clear: God is not the universe but exists before the universe. The Creator and creation cannot be the same thing, because one made the other: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” That’s precisely why Christians will often refer to the universe as creation—because God created it. God is the artist; we are the art. We exist within time and space; God created time and space. God is the Creator; we are the creatures. We are not God, and God is not us.

This is known as the Creator-creature distinction, which is an obnoxious mouthful of a way to say, “You’re not God, Melissa!” In the Christian story, there is a difference, a divide, a distinction between God up there and us down here. The Creator is not part of creation but exists before and beyond creation. The Bible takes this distinction very seriously, warning us not to worship creation as if it were the Creator and declaring such worship to be idolatry.

But who cares? What’s the big deal? Why does the Creator-creature distinction really matter?
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Well, first of all, if my friend’s mom was right and I really am one with God, then where does God end and I begin? If all the things that make me distinct from God are an illusion, then what’s left of me? What’s left of you? You and I would not be different people with unique personalities. No, we would just be one divine hive mind. The differences and distinctions between us would be an illusion of the body. Your unique personality, choices, dreams, heartaches, and idiosyncrasies would be deceptions to be shed. All the things that make you you wouldn’t be real. The only thing that would be real would be God. Which is actually what millions of people believe:

What is truly “me” is no other than what is truly “you” and what is truly all. By losing self you find [the universal God].—Adyashanti, The Direct Way6

The tangerine I am eating is me. The mustard greens I am planting are me. —Thich Nhat Hahn, The Miracle of Mindfulness7

I am the tablet, I am the stylus. I am Abraham, Moses, Jesus. I am Gabriel, Michael, Israfil. Whoever comes into true being is dissolved in God, is God. —Bayezid Bistami8



You are but a drop in a divine ocean, dissolving into God. The droplet gains the ocean but loses itself. Once you blur the line between Creator and creature, it can become hard to tell where God ends and we begin in the homogenous God-blob. The creature is lost in the Creator.

Another thing that can happen is that the creature begins to be worshiped like the Creator. For if we are one with God, then yes, that might mean we lose some of our individuality. But it also means we’re gods. You have an inner god-self, which has helped advance a culture that absolutizes the self as the only God worth serving: Be true to yourself. Get in touch with your inner goddess.

In fact, there is a recent religious movement built around chanting the words “I am.”9 Ancient Jews reserved the words “I am” to describe God alone, but this group takes this divine title and applies it to themselves, affirming their own divinity. They wake up and start the day by chanting “I am!” then combine it with other phrases: “I am all things. I am the captain of my own soul. I am perfect. I am absolute. I am the creator of my world. I am all-powerful.”10 And these aren’t exaggerations. A lot of popular spirituality books say that when you get in touch with your inner god-self, you acquire the powers of a god. You develop telepathic, telekinetic control over nature.

You might be familiar with the bestselling, Oprah-featured book The Secret, by Rhonda Byrne. It claims you can alter the world around you through your mind. Negative thoughts can cause disease, natural disasters, car crashes, or even bad weather. Positive thoughts can heal cancer and bring wealth, good luck, and, of course, good weather. More extreme versions claim you can fly, predict the future, or move objects with your mind. Like a god.

So once you merge Creator and creature, perhaps it’s inevitable that creatures will start to worship themselves and believe that if only they’d figure out the secret, they too could have the powers of a god. And even if creatures don’t worship themselves, we may often worship other parts of creation like a god. I know how quick I am to worship money, houses, and shiny things. How quick I am to worship coffee, narcotics, or food. Fish-line a pork chop in front of me, and I’ll run on water like a cartoon.
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So the Bible says it’s wrong to worship ourselves and other created things. Yet once you break down the Creator-creature distinction, it’s hard to believe anything can be wrong at all. There can’t be any moral standard that is higher than me because there is nothing outside or beyond me—I am everything! There can be no evil or sin or fall away from God, because I am God, and God is perfect. This is why popular channeler Paul Selig writes, “It was always illusion that you were separate from God. . . . It was always illusion that there was war . . . always illusion that you were not loved by your fellow man. . . . You are all perfect.”11 So if the Creator-creature distinction is removed, then nothing can truly be wrong. Everything is awesome.

In which case, the goal is no longer to shape up or face our flaws. No, the goal is to awaken from the illusion and realize that we already are perfectly divine and divinely perfect. There is no immaturity, no cruelty, no abuse, no poverty, and no need for us to do anything about it.*1As Shakti Gawain states, “There is no separation between us and God. . . . There can be no real lack or scarcity; there is nothing we have to try to achieve.”12 Everything is bright and bubbly; you are a perfect ray of sunshine who doesn’t need to change a thing.
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What is more, if there is no Creator-creature distinction, then God is one with not only the good parts of creation but the evil parts as well. If God is one with all of creation, then God is as much one with Joseph Stalin as with Mother Teresa. The difference between loving someone and hating them is an illusion, for all things are one in God. If goodness is one with God and God is one with evil, then goodness is one with evil. If A = B and B = C, then A = C.

You see this in Star Wars, where the force is one with all things. If you pay attention to the script, the light side of the force is not morally superior to the dark. The goal isn’t to bring more light to the universe; no, it’s to bring balance to the force, to bring light and dark, good and evil, into harmony, and to hold both together equally as one in the force. That’s why it’s said that Anakin brought balance to the force even though he killed the younglings and became Darth Vader. We root for the light side when we watch the movies, but according to its own logic, there’s no reason we should. The force is one with all things, and so the dark side and the light side are equally one with the force and each other. And if the Creator is one with good and evil—and good and evil are one in the Creator—then morality is an illusion. Sorry, younglings.†1

So if the Creator is one with creation, then yes, God is the rosebushes, mountains, and sunsets. But God is also disease. God is the tumor in your mother’s flesh. God is the bullet of the oppressor, the fist of the abuser, the walls and pipes of the gas chamber. And this would not just lower God in moral terms but would also lower God in dignity: God is the leftover pizza. God is your nail clippings. God is the fungus on your left foot. God is parasites, feces, and Justin Bieber. Once the distinction is gone, the Creator is lowered to the level of creation.
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So those are some of the potential pitfalls of breaking down the Creator-creature distinction. Yet some of the authors who talk about oneness with God and the universe mean something more along the lines of connectedness, not literal one-to-one sameness. For them, oneness is used in the sense that I am one with my spouse rather than in the sense that the Rock and Dwayne Johnson are one and the same person. They mean a oneness of intimacy, not identity. They want unity, yes, but a unity amid diversity, with at least some of the differences and distinctions between things remaining intact. In this way, some of them may avoid the pitfalls we’ve explored above.

Yet note that in order to do so, they inevitably have to reassert some Creator-creature distinctions somewhere in their belief system. And that’s the point. I’m not trying to argue that everything these thinkers say is stupid (in fact, I quite like the idea of the mystical interconnectedness of all things). I’m just trying to show that the Creator-creature distinction is important, and that’s why even those who may seem to reject it in one place often end up reaffirming it in another. We may be connected to God, but that doesn’t mean we are God. An artwork may reflect its artist, and yet da Vinci himself is not hanging in the Louvre. How terrifying it would be if he were.
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My wife and I have twin toddlers named Søren and Augustine. Which tells you two things: first, that I clearly won the battle over who got to name the kids, and second, that I am a twin parent. Double trouble.

With twins, it can be hard for them to figure out who each of them is as an individual. They’re always together. They look the same. They get treated the same. So something I used to do at night, right after bath time, is take them one at a time on their own and hold them up to a mirror. I’d point at myself in the mirror and say, “Da-da.” Then I’d point at each one of them and say their name. I’d do that over and over, trying to get them to see themselves, to help them understand they exist on their own, as an individual. And when I’d point and say their name and they’d realize it was them in the reflection, their eyes would light up and they’d lose it with this joyful, ridiculous laughter.

As my boys grow up, I want to do everything I possibly can to preserve that original joy they have in realizing that they exist. I want them to believe the words of Dr. Seuss, “Today you are you! This is truer than true! There is no one alive who is you-er than you!”13 I want them to know that they were created as distinct individuals and they don’t have to dissolve who they are to be close to their Creator. I want to affirm who they are.

But at the same time, I also want them to know they’re not the center of the universe. They are not God. They are creatures—fallible, finite, flawed creatures. They will make mistakes and need forgiveness.

I want them to grow up in the real world—to know that people really are struggling, starving, and hurting each other, to know that it’s not all an illusion. I want them to grow up to see the world as it really is and to try with everything they have to make it better. And then, at the end of their lives, when they haven’t managed to fix everything, I want them to still be able to rest in the grace of God, to accept that they’re not perfect, that they can’t carry the weight of the whole world.

Because they’re not God. Only God is God.



*1. 

They might retort that we really do feel suffering, but only because we have bought into the illusion that something is wrong. Once we see through the illusion and accept that things are actually perfect, then the pain goes away as well. The illusion was the source of suffering, not reality itself. However, if nothing is wrong, how could we be deceived by an illusion to begin with? Wouldn’t us buying into the illusion itself be something that’s gone wrong? Now, some might retort that we willingly chose to fall into the illusion in order to learn some kind of lesson on earth. Yet wouldn’t that suggest that the god-self was previously lacking some kind of wisdom or understanding, and so wouldn’t have truly been God/omniscient to begin with?




†1. 

One might perhaps avoid this issue by saying evil isn’t real, in the same way darkness isn’t real but is just the absence of light. All is one, yes, but there is no evil in that “all,” for evil isn’t real. However, a lot of contemporary spiritual authors don’t take advantage of this option, instead maintaining that good and evil are equal and opposites sides of a coin in a “yin and yang” (or at least a Western misappropriation of those terms) sort of way.
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THREE
Creation Is Good

FOR ONE OF MY FAVORITE TALKS I GIVE, I stay outside the room and wait until it’s a minute or two past starting time, right to the point where everyone’s wondering where I am. Then I stride into class and calmly write on the board, Is sex good?

I stand there waiting and enjoying the awkwardness of our small-town, traditional, polite, Christian university class as their conversational hubbub slowly turns to stunned silence. Some of them glance wide-eyed at each other, as if to say, Isn’t this supposed to be a Bible class? I force my lips to suppress a smile, overly amused with myself.

Eventually, one brave soul ventures an answer. “I’d say no. Sex just makes things more difficult. Like, how many families and marriages are ruined because someone can’t keep it in their pants?” A nod of agreement circles the room. Another student chimes in, “Yeah, totally. God wants us to focus on spiritual stuff, not sex and body stuff. Earth isn’t our true home; heaven is. We aren’t physical beings. We are spiritual beings who happen to be having a physical experience.”

A kid in the back snorts, and I, being the cruel master that I am, call on him to share his thoughts. “Well,” he retorts, “At first, I was gonna say it’s not good, cause I thought that’s what you’d want us to say. But . . . God made the body, right? God made sex. So it can’t be all bad, can it?”

A few heads in the room nod, seemingly won over by his reasoning. So I decide to complicate things a bit with not just one but ten more questions.*1
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I erase the word sex from the board, and insert a new word, entailing a whole new provocation: Is alcohol good?

Some students respond with examples (often personal) about how horrible it is to grow up with an alcoholic parent. Others retort that God made the grapes of the field and that Jesus turned water into wine. Not wanting to argue with Jesus, most of the class ends up on the yes side, admitting that alcohol is good in and of itself when used appropriately.

With consensus nearing, I decide to further gum up the conversation by once again replacing the central word and forging an entirely new question: Is marijuana good?

Groans reverberate through the room. Many are realizing the tension between their knee-jerk dismissal of weed and the logic they just proposed regarding alcohol. If alcohol is inherently good because God made it, then is weed inherently good because God made it?

I then take this opportunity to verbally reiterate to the class that I am not advocating for drugs (you know, because I like having a job) but am just pushing them to think through their beliefs and make them consistent. It’s better for students to wrestle with these things now in the safety of my pedagogical man-bosom rather than out there in the real world.

With that job-saving, legal fine print in place, I then write out the next question on the board: Is eating a spiritual act?

The gut reaction of most of the students is no. They argue that food is not inherently spiritual, even though you can incorporate spiritual things into it. You can pray before eating, or have a dinner conversation about God, or feed a poor person a meal. Food can be put toward a good and holy cause, but it’s not holy in and of itself. Spiritually, they are empty calories. Or as one student put it, “There is nothing holy about a meatball sub.”

Next question: My soul is what makes me me. Yes or no?

Almost the whole class goes to the yes side now. I ask why, and someone invariably responds, “Well, when you die, your soul goes to heaven, right? So your body is gone, but you are still around and still you. So, you are your soul. It’s what makes you you.”

This line of thought tends to go on for a while, and I usually throw a wrench in there halfway through to see what happens. I walk over to the board and scrawl this question below the previous one:

Can souls see, hear, touch, taste, or smell?

If the students weren’t annoyed already, this Catch-22 of a question usually gets them there. On the one hand, they don’t want to say no and have their souls be eternally blind and deaf in some tasteless, smell-less, dull, dark, sensory abyss for the entire afterlife. On the other hand, if they say yes—souls can see, hear, touch, taste, and smell—then the body becomes entirely redundant, and there is no reason God should have made it to begin with. Why do we need a body if the soul can already do everything it does and more?

Next question: Is science good?

I observe that most students don’t know what this question has to do with anything, and I hypothesize that they’re kind of just ready for the discussion to be over by this point.

Final question: Should Christians be pro-environmentalism?

Some of the class grew up watching polar bear puppies die in Disney documentaries and are vehemently pro-environment and anti–whoever isn’t. Other students think global warming is a hoax concocted by satanic reptiles to fund their anarchist bowling league. Most of the class is somewhere in the middle, with a general sense that we shouldn’t be unnecessarily wasteful but that the environment is still not a huge priority for Christians. After all, God is going to rapture us to heaven and destroy the earth, right?

I then erase this question and replace it once again. It may seem like I’m smuggling in yet another final question, but this one doesn’t count, because it’s just meant for rhetorical effect to drive home the overall theme: Does God create bad things?

I then dramatically pull a Bible out from under my arm, and—wielding it like a mace—open it to page one, reading from Genesis 1:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. . . . And God saw that it was good. . . . The land produced vegetation. . . . And God saw that it was good. God set [the stars] in the vault of the sky. . . . And God saw that it was good. God created the great creatures of the sea and every living thing. . . . And God saw that it was good. God made the wild animals. . . . And God saw that it was good. . . . God created mankind in his own image; in the image of God he created them; male and female God created them. . . . God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. (Genesis 1:1, 10, 12, 17-18, 21, 25, 27, 31)



I then close the Bible slowly for effect and say, “Nature and the physical universe are so good that the very first chapter of the Bible says it was good seven times in a row. Let’s go back through our questions with that goodness in mind. . . .”
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Is sex good?

God could have created us as asexual, annelid worms that can reproduce without a partner. But instead God gave us bits and bobs and made them feel good when they bashed together. And it was good. The Bible does not seem to be even one bit ashamed about this, as seen from even a cursory reading of Song of
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