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For the ones who asked the question and refused the easy answer.
Foreword

This book is not an attack on God. It is an account of what human beings have done with God's instructions.

There is a difference. A significant one. And the institution that claims to represent God has spent two thousand years making sure you could not see it clearly. The Ten Commandments are simple. God wrote them. He did not write them for theologians or denominations or councils or popes or prosperity gospel preachers or political operatives who found them useful. He wrote them for human beings. Plain instructions about how to live with each other and with Him.

Short enough to fit on two tablets of stone. Clear enough that a child could understand them. Violated systematically and spectacularly by the very institution that carved them into the walls of its buildings.

This is not a book written from the outside looking in. It is written from the inside of a lifetime of watching the gap between what the institution says and what it does. Between the commandment on the wall and the conduct in the building. Between the God described in those ten instructions and the god the institution actually serves.

Each chapter covers one commandment. What God actually said. What the original words meant before the translators and the tradition got hold of them. What the institution did with the instruction.

And what the instruction was actually pointing toward before anyone built a building around it. This book is pro-God. It is pro-truth. It is pro-the-actual-teaching as opposed to the institutional version of the teaching that has been refined over centuries to serve the institution's interests rather than the people it claims to serve. If that makes you uncomfortable, keep reading.

Discomfort is where clarity begins. The Ten Commandments have not changed. The institution's relationship to them has been the problem from the beginning. This is the uncomfortable truth.
Chapter One

No Other Gods

Exodus 20:3: Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

Verse One Exodus 20:3: Thou shalt have no other gods before me. One sentence. Five words in English. The first thing God said when He sat down to lay out the rules for how human beings were supposed to live. Not the second thing. Not buried in the middle of the list after some preliminary groundwork had been laid. The first. Before do not murder.

Before do not steal. Before any instruction about how to treat your neighbor or honor your parents or keep your word. Before all of it, God said this one thing first. No other gods before me.

Five words. And the institution built on those words has been breaking them since the day the mortar dried. Before we talk about what the institution did with this commandment, let us talk about what the commandment actually says. Because the words matter.

They have always mattered. And the institution has spent two thousand years making sure you did not look at them too carefully. No other gods. The word other is doing enormous work in that sentence.

It is not saying gods do not exist. It is not saying the concept of other gods is absurd. It is acknowledging, right there in the first commandment, that there are other things a human being can put in the position of God. Other objects of devotion.

Other centers of loyalty. Other authorities that a person can organize their life around. God knew this. God named it. God said before anything else, whatever else is out there, whatever else competes for the place I belong, none of it goes before me.

Then the institution built a line of competitors and put them right at the front of the line. Walk into a Catholic parish on a Sunday morning and watch what happens when the priest enters the room. People stand. Not because they decided to. Because they were trained to.

Because the institution decided decades and centuries before that person was born that the entrance of this particular man in this particular garment required the room to rise in a gesture that has one meaning in every other context in human life, a gesture of deference to authority. A gesture of subordination. A gesture that says the person entering is above the people standing. That is not worship of God. That is worship of a man in a collar.

The man did not earn it. He was appointed to it. He passed the right tests and said the right things to the right people inside the institution and the institution handed him a position between the congregation and God and said your access to the divine runs through this man now. Confession goes through him. Absolution comes from him. The sacraments require his hands. The prayers of the congregation require his mediation. That is another god.

Right there. Standing at the front of the room in vestments. The First Commandment does not have an exemption for ordination certificates. Across the aisle from the man in the collar, a woman kneels with a rosary in her hands.

She is not praying to God. She is praying to Mary. Not with Mary. Not through Mary in some metaphorical sense that theologians have spent centuries trying to carefully qualify. She is addressing her prayer to a woman who died two thousand years ago and asking that woman to carry her petition upward to God on her behalf. Because apparently God needs help hearing her. The institution built an entire architecture of intermediaries between the human being and the divine and called the architecture theology. Saints for specific requests.

Saint Anthony for lost things. Saint Jude for hopeless cases. A whole catalog of departed humans who are now more accessible than the God those humans believed in when they were alive. Jesus said go into your room and close the door and pray to your Father.

Not: find the appropriate saint for your category of need and submit a petition through the proper channels. The prayer was always supposed to go directly. No operator. No transfer. No hold music. Straight through. Any human being. Any time.

Any place. The door was never locked from the outside. The institution locked it. Then sold you the key in the form of approved intermediaries and prescribed prayers and the right number of beads to count.

That is another god. Several of them, actually. Lined up between you and the one who said no other gods before me. There is a building in Rome that sits on 110 acres of some of the most valuable real estate on earth.

Inside that building is the largest art collection in the history of the world. The institution that owns it has land holdings on every continent. Financial assets that analysts have estimated at figures that beggar description. Jesus was born in a barn.

He died with the clothes on his back, which they took. He said it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. The institution built on his name became the wealthiest organization in human history. Money is a god.

Not a metaphor. A god. The thing you organize your decisions around. The thing you protect when it is threatened.

The thing you build your empire to accumulate. The thing you tell your congregation God wants them to give you more of while you live in a house with more rooms than you will ever use. The prosperity gospel preacher standing in an arena full of people who drove forty minutes on a Tuesday night to hear him tell them that God wants them wealthy, he is not describing God. He is describing money.

He has taken the position that belongs to God and filled it with a bank balance and called the swap sacred. No other gods before me. The commandment is still there. It has not moved. It does not have a tax exemption. It does not have a megachurch or a Vatican or a television network. It has five words and they mean exactly what they say. The people who built the system knew the instruction.

They had the same Bible you have. They read the same words. Jesus was explicit on the intermediary question. He said call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven.

He was not talking about your biological father. He was talking about the dynamic he could already see forming, the human tendency to take a person with spiritual authority and put them in the position that belongs to God alone. He saw it coming and he named it directly and the institution did it anyway. He said the kingdom of God is within you.

Not in the building. Not in the institution. Not in the approved theological position of the denomination with the longest history and the most impressive real estate. Within you. That means the access point is already inside every human being who ever drew breath. There is no line. There is no intermediary required. There is no approved channel or ordained handler or properly certified spiritual authority standing between you and what was always yours.

The institution knew this. It built its entire empire on making sure you forgot it. The institution never resolved this contradiction because resolving it would have required dismantling everything built on top of it. You cannot tell people for two thousand years that the priest is the intermediary between them and God and then one morning announce that no intermediary was ever required.

You cannot build cathedrals and hierarchies and sacraments and confessional booths and then suddenly explain that the First Commandment was always pointing toward something that needs none of those things. So the institution kept the commandment on the wall and kept breaking it in the sanctuary and trusted that nobody would look too carefully at the distance between the two. Most people did not. Most people never do. Not because they are unintelligent. Because they were taught from childhood that the institution and God were the same address and that going to one was the same as going to the other. And changing an address you have known your whole life requires not just information but courage. The courage to stand in the gap between what you were told and what you can see with your own eyes and decide that your eyes are telling the truth.

No other gods before me. Verse one. The very first thing. Before anything else. The building has had two thousand years to pretend it never said that.

1 Corinthians 3:16: Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? Not a suggestion. Not a metaphor the theologians need to meet in committee and ratify. A direct question with an answer already built into it.

Do you not know. Paul was not introducing a new idea. He was reminding people of something they had already been told and had already forgotten. The forgetting was not an accident.

The institution was already doing its work in the first century, already inserting itself between the believer and the belief, already building the architecture that would eventually require buildings and hierarchies and approved intermediaries just to access what Paul was saying had been inside every one of them from the beginning. You are the temple. Not you will be the temple once you have completed the required steps. Not you could become the temple if you attend regularly and tithe faithfully and submit to the authority of the appointed leadership.

Not the building is the temple and you are permitted to enter it on the approved schedule. You. Already. Temple. Now. In the world Paul was writing into, a temple was not a gathering place. It was not a community center with stained glass. A temple was the specific physical location where the presence of God resided. The Holy of Holies in Jerusalem was not a symbol of God's presence.

It was the address. The place. The actual location where the divine met the human in a way that happened nowhere else. When Paul said you are the temple he was making the most radical statement in the history of human spirituality.

He was saying the address moved. The Holy of Holies is not in Jerusalem anymore. It is not in Rome. It is not in the Vatican or the megachurch or the storefront congregation with the folding chairs.

It is not at any address that requires a map and a parking space and an approved time of arrival. It is in you. It moved into you. The presence that once resided in a building behind a curtain that only the high priest could approach once a year now resides in every human being who carries it. No appointment. No intermediary. No approved access point other than the one you were born with. The curtain tore.

Matthew recorded it. The moment Jesus died the curtain in the temple that separated the Holy of Holies from every ordinary human being split from top to bottom. Not from the bottom up the way a person tears something. From the top down.

The direction matters. Something from outside the physical world reached into it and removed the barrier. The barrier was gone. The access was open. Direct. Immediate. Personal. And then the institution spent two thousand years sewing the curtain back together. She asked him a theological question.

A real one, not a trick. She wanted to know about the correct location for worship. Her people said the mountain. His people said Jerusalem. Where was the right address. John 4:21-24, Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when

neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth. Neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. Not: Jerusalem is correct and your mountain is wrong.

Not: the institution has the right address and everyone else has the wrong one. Neither. The question of location is becoming irrelevant. The hour is coming when the address will not be a place on a map at all.

God is spirit. Spirit does not have a zip code. Spirit does not have office hours or a parking lot or a building fund. Spirit is not confined to the structure the institution erected to contain it and charge admission to.

Those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth. Spirit. The thing that lives in you. The temple Paul was talking about.

The address that moved when the curtain tore. Truth. Not the institution's approved version of truth. Not the theological position the denomination spent three centuries developing and defending.

The actual truth. The kind that lives in the quiet place inside a person where nobody is watching and there is nothing to perform for and it is just you and God with the door shut. Jesus told a woman at a well two thousand years ago that the entire debate about correct location was about to become obsolete. The institution has been having that debate ever since.

Luke 17:20-21, The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed, nor will they say, look, here it is, or there, for behold, the kingdom of God is within you. The Pharisees asked when the kingdom of God was coming. They were expecting an event. Something observable. Something that would arrive from outside and establish itself in the world in a way that everyone could see and point to. Jesus said you are looking in the wrong direction entirely. Not out there. Not coming.

Not at a future address. Not in the building with the gold on the walls or the arena with the Jumbotron or the cathedral that took two centuries to build. Not in any location that requires you to travel to it. Within you.

The kingdom of God is a present-tense internal reality, not a future-tense external event. It does not require a building to house it. It does not require an institution to administer it. It does not require a hierarchy to manage access to it or a denomination to authenticate it or a pastor to stand between you and it and tell you what it means.

It is already there. It has always been there. Every human being who ever drew breath has carried it without knowing it because the institution had a powerful interest in making sure they never found out. Because if you know the kingdom is within you, you do not need the kingdom they are selling.

Come back to verse one. No other gods before me. If you are the temple, if the Spirit of God literally dwells in you, if the kingdom is within you, if worship is a matter of spirit and truth rather than location and institution, then the First Commandment is not primarily about what you do on Sunday morning. It is about what you put at the center of yourself. The other gods are not just out there in the buildings and the denominations and the celebrity pastors. They are in here.

The thing you organize your inner life around. The thing you run to when you are afraid. The thing you trust more than you trust the quiet voice in the temple that is already inside you. The institution got you looking outward for something that was always inward.

It built magnificent exteriors to draw your eye away from the interior where the actual presence resides. It made the outside so impressive and the inside so cluttered with guilt and obligation and performance that you stopped looking there. But the address never changed. The person in the pew does not always know they are performing. That is the sophisticated part. That is what two thousand years of conditioning produces. A person who kneels and genuinely feels, in the kneeling, something they interpret as encounter with God.

The feeling is real. The question is whether it belongs to God or to the Pavlovian architecture the institution built around it. You can produce a spiritual feeling in a human being through music and lighting and repetitive physical movement and communal response and the social pressure of a room full of people doing the same thing at the same time. Neuroscientists can explain the mechanism.

The institution discovered it empirically centuries before neuroscience existed and built its entire production around it. The feeling is not the evidence that God is present. The feeling is the evidence that human beings respond predictably to certain stimuli and that institutions which control those stimuli can produce the feeling on demand. The Second Commandment was warning against exactly this.

Against the constructed experience that substitutes for the real one. Against the image that produces the feeling of encounter without the encounter itself. You are the temple. You always were. No other gods before the one who already lives there.

John 13:14: If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet. He does not arrive through the front door. That is the first thing you notice if you ever end up behind the scenes at one of the large ones. The ones with the arena seating and the production lighting and the fog machines and the worship band that sounds like a concert because it is a concert.

The ones with the parking lot attendants in matching vests and the welcome team with the lanyards and the screens in the lobby showing the countdown clock to the moment the experience begins. He does not come in through the front with the people. He has a separate entrance. A separate hallway. A separate world backstage that the people in the seats will never see and were never meant to see.

There is a room back there. They call it the green room in the entertainment industry. A place where the talent waits before taking the stage.

And that is exactly what it is in the megachurch. A room where the man waits. Where the handlers bring him water and check his lapel mic and make sure his notes are in order and nobody bothers him with anything that might disrupt his preparation for the moment the lights change and the music swells and ten thousand people rise to their feet. Not for God.

For him. Watch the entrance. It tells you everything. The worship band has been playing for twenty minutes. The room is warm. The lights are low. People have their hands up and their eyes closed and they are in a state that the institution carefully cultivates, a state of emotional openness, of lowered critical thinking, of readiness to receive whatever comes next.

And then the music shifts. The tempo changes. The lights change. And he walks out. The room erupts. Not the way a room erupts when it is reminded of God. The way a room erupts when a celebrity walks into it. The recognition response.

The this is the person I came to see response. The energy in the room doubles not because the Spirit moved but because the man arrived and the man is the reason most of the people in that room drove forty minutes on a Sunday morning and put on their good clothes and found childcare. They came to see him. Jesus washed feet. He borrowed a donkey. He said the greatest among you shall be your servant. He said whoever wants to be first must be last. He said call no man your father on earth.

The man in the green room has a security detail. His face is on the billboard on the interstate. His name is on the building, not God's name, his name. His books are in the lobby gift shop next to the branded coffee mugs and the devotional journals with the ministry logo embossed on the cover. His sermon series have titles and logos and graphic packages that the design team spent weeks developing.

His social media following is larger than the population of most countries in the world. He is not a pastor anymore. He is a brand. And a brand has to be protected.

A brand has to be managed. A brand cannot afford to be questioned or contradicted or held accountable in the way that an ordinary human being doing an ordinary job can be questioned and contradicted and held accountable. Because accountability is a threat to the brand and the brand is worth more than the truth.

So the inner circle forms. The yes-men. The handlers. The board that is populated with people who owe their positions to the man at the center and whose continued relevance depends on his continued elevation. The structure of accountability that exists on paper and dissolves in practice the moment it tries to function. The institution was supposed to point to God. Instead it built a monument to a man and put God's name on the monument. The First Commandment is watching.

The most dangerous moment comes on Sunday morning when the man steps to the microphone and says God told me. God told me to build this building. God told me this congregation is called to something greater. God told me you need to give more than you think you can give because God is going to return it tenfold.

God told me that the person sitting in row twelve needs to hear this specific thing right now. The room goes quiet in a particular way when he says it. The critical faculty that might otherwise evaluate the claim shuts down. Because how do you argue with God told me.

How do you sit in that seat and raise your hand and say excuse me, are you certain about that. The claim is designed to be unanswerable. It wraps the man's opinion and agenda and financial needs in the authority of the divine and dares anyone to challenge it.

That is not a pastor speaking for God. That is a man who has put himself in the position of God. That is a human voice claiming the authority that the First Commandment reserves for one source alone. God told me is the most powerful three words in the arsenal of control.

And the man in the green room has learned to use them with the precision of someone who has watched what they do to a room and kept doing it because it works. He had nowhere to lay his head. That is the description in Matthew 8:20. The Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.

No property. No headquarters. No building with his name on it. No staff. No security. No separate entrance. He ate with tax collectors and prostitutes and the people the institution of his own day had declared unclean and unworthy and outside the approved circle of the acceptable. He touched lepers.

He stopped for beggars. He let a woman who was considered a sinner wash his feet with her hair in public and he did not manage the optics of it or worry about what it would do to his platform. He washed feet. The night before he died, knowing what was coming, he got on his knees in front of the men who had followed him and washed the dirt off their feet and said this is what leadership looks like.

Not the green room. Not the security detail. Not the brand and the billboard and the book deal and the private jet that God apparently told him he needed because his time was too valuable to fly commercial. A basin of water. A towel. Twelve pairs of dirty feet.

That is the standard the man in the green room is supposed to be measured against. And not one of them measures up. Not because the standard is impossibly high but because the standard is not even what they are trying to achieve. They are not trying to wash feet.

They are trying to fill seats. And the seats keep filling because the people in them were never taught the difference. No other gods before me. The man in the green room is a god.

Not by his own announcement, he would never say it that plainly. But by the function he serves in the lives of the people who follow him. The thing they organize their spiritual lives around. The voice they trust above their own conscience.

The authority they defer to when the authority conflicts with what they know to be true in the quiet place inside them where God actually lives. The First Commandment does not have a megachurch exemption. It does not have a bestseller list exemption. It does not have an exemption for the man who built the biggest building and filled it with the most people and put his face on the most billboards and told the most people that God told him the most things.

Five words. No other gods before me. The green room is where the performance is prepared. Where the notes are reviewed and the talking points are finalized and the preacher reminds himself what God told him to say this week.

Not what God actually said. What the preacher decided God said, filtered through the preacher's own education and tradition and denominational commitments and the particular anxieties of his congregation and the financial needs of his institution. By the time the message reaches the pulpit it has passed through so many filters that the original signal, if there was an original signal, is almost unrecognizable.

What the congregation receives is not God's word. It is the institution's interpretation of a translation of an ancient text read through the lens of a tradition that made its major decisions fourteen hundred years ago and has been defending those decisions ever since. And the person in the seat receives it as the voice of God because the institution trained them to receive it that way and the training was thorough and it started early and it has never stopped.

The green room is still there. The entrance is still separate. The handlers are still running the lapel mic check. And the First Commandment is still the first one on the list.

Matthew 23:9: And call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven. Ask a man what he is and he will tell you his denomination before he tells you anything else about what he believes. I am Baptist. I am Catholic. I am Methodist. I am Pentecostal. I am Episcopal. I am non-denominational, which is itself a denomination, just one that has decided its particular brand of non-affiliation is the correct one.

The label comes out fast and automatic, the way a person states their nationality or their occupation. It is identity. It is tribe. It is the team jersey worn to the game every Sunday morning. It is not God. It is a brand. A human-created organizational identity that was developed by a committee of human beings at a specific point in history for specific political and theological and often financial reasons that had everything to do with the concerns of that moment and very little to do with the eternal. And it has become, for millions of people, the thing they would die on a hill for before they would die on a hill for the actual content of what they claim to believe.

Every denomination has an origin story. A moment of fracture. A man or a movement that decided the existing institution had gotten something wrong and the only solution was to leave and build a new one. Martin Luther nailed his complaints to a door in 1517 and the Protestant Reformation began.

What followed was not a return to the simple direct faith of the original. What followed was an explosion of new institutions, each one convinced it had corrected the errors of the previous one, each one building its own hierarchy and its own approved theology and its own brand identity that its members would defend with the same ferocity the Catholic Church had defended its brand against Luther. The Baptists split from the Anglicans. Then the Baptists split from each other.

Southern Baptists. Northern Baptists. Independent Baptists. Primitive Baptists. Free Will Baptists. Each one the correct one. Each one the true expression of what God intended.

Each one with its own structure and its own leadership and its own approved way of doing the thing that Jesus said required two or three people gathered in his name and nothing else. There are now more than forty-five thousand distinct Christian denominations on earth. Forty-five thousand brands. One God. One set of instructions. Forty-five thousand organizations convinced they have the right interpretation and everyone else has the wrong one. That is not the pursuit of truth. That is the franchise model applied to the divine.

A brand requires loyalty. Not the quiet, personal, privately-held loyalty of a person who has found something true and holds it close. The loud, visible, institutional loyalty of a member who shows up and tithes and recruits and defends and does not ask uncomfortable questions about the gap between what the brand promises and what the brand delivers. The brand requires you to believe that your particular expression of Christianity is the correct one and that the people in the building down the street who call themselves Christians but do it differently are, if not exactly wrong, certainly less right.

The brand requires a boundary. An inside and an outside. A us and a them even when the them are also trying to follow the same God using the same book with the same basic instruction set. The brand requires, above all, that you do not leave. Leaving is betrayal.

Leaving is weakness. Leaving means you could not handle the truth that this particular organization has been entrusted to deliver. The pressure to stay is not always spoken. It does not need to be.

It is built into the social architecture of every congregation, the relationships, the community, the sense of belonging that has been carefully cultivated and that evaporates the moment you walk out the door and do not come back. They did not build community to serve you. They built it to keep you. Watch what happens when two people from different denominations get into a theological argument.

It does not take long before the argument stops being about God and starts being about the brand. About the specific tradition. The specific reading. The specific way this particular organization has always understood this particular passage. The argument becomes tribal. It becomes identity defense. It becomes the thing that arguments become when the person arguing is not actually trying to find the truth but trying to protect the thing they have organized their identity around. People have killed each other over this.

Not metaphorically. Literally. The wars of religion that tore Europe apart for two centuries were brand wars. Catholic versus Protestant. Each side convinced that God was on their side because their brand was the correct one. The Thirty Years War alone killed a third of the population of some regions of Germany.

Over a brand. Over the specific organizational expression of a faith whose founder said love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you and blessed are the peacemakers. The brand has always been willing to do what the faith would never sanction. And the brand has always called the doing of it God's will.

Here is what disappears inside the brand. The actual instruction. The simple, direct, impossible-to-misread instruction that does not require a denomination to interpret or a hierarchy to administer or forty-five thousand organizational expressions to get right. Love God. Love your neighbor. Feed the hungry. Clothe the naked. Visit the prisoner.

Pray in secret. Forgive. Serve without audience. Give without announcement. None of that requires a brand. None of it requires you to be Baptist or Catholic or Methodist or any of the forty-five thousand variations on the theme. None of it requires a building or a membership roll or a statement of faith that distinguishes your particular organization from the one down the street. It requires a life.

Lived. Quietly. In the direction of the instruction. The brand gets in the way of that. The brand takes the energy that was supposed to go into the living of it and redirects it into the maintaining of the institution. The committees. The budgets.

The doctrinal disputes. The keeping of the members. The growth of the organization. The protection of the brand. Meanwhile the hungry are still hungry and the naked are still naked and the prisoner is still in the cell and















































































