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Introduction

What it means to be a Christian today can get confusing. We read of declining church numbers and multiple scandals, or that the fastest growing religious affiliation today is “none.” Christians are better known for what they are against or for whom they dislike or hate, rather than for what they are for or do. It is easy to get the idea that Christians are those desperately holding on to outdated beliefs and practices, who are afraid of the future and wish things would go back to “the way things used to be.”

But all those impressions would miss what should be the main point of what it means to be a Christian. I understand why this is confusing. For those seeking an explanation for how we got into this situation, this is not that book. Instead, this book is my invitation to readers, whether Christian or not, whether church attenders or not, to recenter how we understand what it means to be a Christian in the way it was originally meant. My hope is not merely to provide a Catholic or Protestant or Orthodox interpretation, but one most Christians through the centuries would affirm.

Jesus offers us the ability to live a different way. This is not different just to stand out, but different in a way that fills us with longing, a sense of goodness and joy with a deep resonance within us that this is how things were meant to be. Following this way should be the foundation for what it means to be a Christian.

This book is for those who haven’t foreclosed on God’s existence, even though they may be skeptical that reliable knowledge of God is possible. Or for folks who have not left the Christian faith behind but sense that their lives with Jesus are misaligned or decentered. I’m offering these seekers an opportunity to recenter their journey with Jesus.

But it is also for Christian folks who sense a gap between their words about Jesus and the reality of their lives. As one mentor expressed to me, the gold of our lives too often fails to support the currency of our words. These believers long for greater congruence between their words and actions. They long for their lives to ring true, not tinny. They desire to become better people and are eager to learn how. The want to walk more faithfully in Jesus’s footsteps. They want to get back on track. So this book may serve as a reminder of why we do what we do and what we should be about.

Considering a different way with Jesus may involve significant changes in how we act or understand God, ourselves, or the world. Recentering may make us uncomfortable as the terrain of our world shifts. Yet taking a new journey, walking a new path, can also be exhilarating. The quest to discover new lands has motivated, indeed driven, human explorers across thousands of years. Interior landscapes offer themselves for our exploration and can generate that same exhilaration.

So, in A Different Way I invite you to navigate your life with Jesus as your guide, a way I have found meaningful and compelling over the multiple decades I have been traveling this path. My hope is to provide a road map for you to take such a journey.

This book offers you something worth considering. What’s the worst thing that could happen? You spend a few hours with Jesus—the greatest teacher in human history—your knowledge of his teaching and life deepens, and you continue on your way.

Perhaps, though, by spending time with Jesus a different way will open for you. Picture a door swinging open that you had imagined forever locked, a portal into a more fulfilling, flourishing life. This book may provide the key. Why foreclose on that possibility?

The vast panoply of human tragedy sometimes overwhelms us; we struggle to reconcile our pain and sadness with the possibility of God’s goodness, power, and love. Yet isn’t one last pondering of Jesus’s life and teaching worth the effort? So much hangs in the balance.

Reflection Questions

A Different Way ponders the issues, longings, and questions we often address, experience, or raise in our search for a good life, a life lived well with God. This is not a mere intellectual exercise, as if thinking correctly is all we need to master. Living a different way involves the whole being: thoughts, words, deeds, and so on. That is why I have included “Pause and Reflect” sections in each chapter to stimulate your own pondering and questioning. Some are prayers; some are questions for journaling. These exercises will be found in the “Pause and Reflection” boxes. These reflection questions are my invitation to slow down and to consider deeply the issues being discussed so they seep into your life and consciousness.

They are rest areas for you to pause and catch your breath. As you rest with Jesus, you may sense an opportunity for a conversation, much like the Samaritan woman who talked with Jesus at the well in John 4. She never expected to encounter a Jewish teacher willing to speak with her; an unexpected discussion and exploration of her life’s story ensued.

She met Jesus at Jacob’s well in Sychar, a Samaritan town. She often drew water in the heat of the day, hoping to avoid women who knew of her checkered history. Jesus saw her. He talked with her. He asked her questions. And he received her questions with great interest, just as he’s interested in your questions—and your life.

So, as you read A Different Way, go slow. Walk through the book at the pace of Jesus, a man who had so much to do yet never seemed hurried or frantic. When I pose a reflection question, take time to consider it. Chew on the question like a cow chews on its cud. It may be a question you’ve been asking yourself for a long time or a question you’ve wanted to pose to God but didn’t dare ask.

Jesus loves questions. I’m sure he has some he wants to ask you. And he is more than willing to receive the ones you want to ask him. Our questions—and those of Jesus—illuminate key road signs for us as we travel a different way with Jesus. So if you sense road signs like STOP AND LISTEN, YIELD, STEEP GRADE, SHARP CURVE AHEAD, FOLLOW THIS WAY, CROSSROAD, or SAFE TO PASS, please pay attention. I recommend keeping a journal as you read to document these moments so you can return to them and consider more deeply all the steps along the way.

A Thematic Road Map

Here’s the thematic road map of A Different Way. Roughly the first half of the book maps the lay of the land as we recenter our path with the different way of Jesus. We’ll learn to reorient ourselves by asking a series of key questions:


	What’s God like?

	What does it mean to be God’s precious image-bearer?

	Why did God create us with bodies?

	What does it mean to be an embodied self or soul?

	Does God love us?

	If so, why is life so difficult, and sometimes profoundly tragic?

	What does God desire for us as we live through our gift of years?

	What is God offering us?

	What is God asking of us?

	How might a clearer understanding of time and the time we inhabit in human history help us navigate our journey with Jesus?

	What opposition can we expect to encounter as we travel with Jesus toward our true home?



The second half of the book looks at specific practices of Jesus and how these practices informed and shaped how he lived his different way and nurtured his relationship with the one he called Father. This is the deeply practical side of the book, though the first half is far from abstract. You’ll find chapters on learning to read the Bible into your heart; on the mystery of prayer; on slowing, solitude, and silence; on learning how to live toward a life of simplicity; and on learning to be honest with God about the darkness that can inhabit our hearts.

The final chapter focuses on what I call “misery markers” and “beacon lights” in our spiritual lives and hopefully brings our journey together to a wise and helpful conclusion.

Throughout A Different Way I encourage you to practice walking in step with Jesus, at a pace neither faster than his nor slower than he desires. He wants to walk through our lives with us. We are his fellow pilgrims, traveling light, heading toward home. If we learn to walk in Jesus’s footsteps, as demanding and occasionally painful as the road may be, by God’s grace we’ll reach the end of our journey smiling and in good shape.

Wise travel with Jesus, though, requires willing attentiveness to him as our trustworthy guide and companion. Sometimes the winds on our journey will blow hard, thunder will erupt, and clouds will descend. Occasionally we’ll be tempted to yell, “Lord, this can’t possibly be the right direction.” Yet, if we trust in our own personal GPS, sooner or later it will lead us into trouble. We’ll swerve off course and predictably run into roadside misery markers. They hurt. I write about these markers quite a bit in the last chapter.

Jesus offers us his faithful companionship and direction on a different way from that followed by the crowd, and he lovingly provides us with beacon lights to keep us on course. In a moment, I’ll share with you one beacon light whose radiance dispelled darkness that had enveloped me as a young man.

And so, in this book I offer you Jesus’s different way. I have been traveling with him for many years and found him trustworthy and wise. He has been a good, reliable friend. He offers his footsteps to you to walk alongside him. “Come travel with me,” I hear him calling to us all. “My path is for you, too.”

As we welcome Jesus’s offer of a different way, as we learn to trace his footsteps, to slip into his shoes, healing will slowly seep into our wounded feet. We may walk with a limp, but we’ll be walking strong and true. I see him reaching out his hand to you. Grasp it firmly. He wants to walk with you on a different way.

Uncle Bob: A Beacon Light

I thought it might be helpful for you to hear how I first discovered this different way. A troubling and sad aspect of my early life’s story was my attraction to violence and the dark side of life. This pull toward darkness began when I was around six. I recall my mom’s concern as she watched me draw airplanes. Most had swastikas on the vertical stabilizer. “Oh, honey, you don’t want to draw those.” But I did. For some reason I still can’t fully explain, the evil represented by the swastika resonated in my very young heart.

As I grew older, the lure of darkness strengthened. Sometimes I did violent things. My actions were shameful. The memory of them still hurts. In my teens, I was increasingly drawn to violent movies. Horror films were especially appealing.

My uncle Bob played a special role in my life during these troubling years. When I was with him, the draw to darkness receded, and I felt more peaceful. I still have the New Testament he gave me as I entered UCLA at the age of eighteen. He could see I was a searching, frustrated, angry young man. God seemed distant, inaccessible, incomprehensible. Old, ingrained habits constantly snapped at my heels. It was a discouraging, perplexing time for me.

Many weekends I’d drive up the coast from LA to Uncle Bob and Aunt Ern’s house in Portola Valley, sometimes showing up unexpectedly. They always had a spare room for me. I’d hunker down with earphones clamped to my head, shutting out the world, listening to the Doors for hours on end. I’d show up for meals and sometimes disrupted the peace by voicing my displeasure with God, Christians, and the world in general. “If Christians really believed what they say is true, surely they’d be living differently! Jesus’s life and teaching may be true. The lives of those who claim to follow him don’t look like his.”

I pointed my finger at others, but in the recesses of my heart, I knew my life was out of kilter, off balance, twisted, curved in on itself. In my more honest moments, I sensed that the cracks I so eagerly condemned in others’ lives were more than matched by the crevasses in my own soul.

Uncle Bob listened patiently to my rants. He took my questions seriously. He was willing to argue with me, but in such a way that I never felt attacked, demeaned, or condemned.

I wonder if my uncle knew how closely I was watching him. Uncle Bob was far from perfect, yet his life was attractive and compelling, even beautiful. As I pondered how he lived, Uncle Bob’s beacon light beamed in Jesus’s direction. My uncle’s generosity, love, and acceptance created in me a deep desire to find a different way. From that push I eventually discovered that goodness and light were more appealing than evil and darkness, but it was a journey, not an instant change. That is why following Jesus is called a way and not just a destination. And the first step is deciding to embark on the way Jesus is inviting us to follow.

Recently I ran across the acronym VUCA, whose four letters stand for volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous.1 These four words characterize the world we now inhabit. In our globalized world, we are standing in three feet of gasoline, terrified that someone will drop a match. Is it possible to live a loving, stable, centered life after the pattern of Jesus in our volatile, unsteady, complex world? I argue yes. Through the wisdom and power of Christ, we learn to recenter our lives on Jesus’s life and teaching through transformative practice. Jesus models in his humanity and divinity what he has created us to be: little Christs through the power of his Spirit.





Pause and Reflect

Here are some reflection questions to start you on this journey.

How would you describe the way you have been living your life? What has defined or shaped your goals, your decisions and choices, how you spend your time and resources? Was this way based on things you consciously decided or based on things you unconsciously inherited from others?

Has the way you’ve chosen to live produced peace or pain, flourishing or failure, delight or disillusionment, beauty or ugliness? Is your current way in sync with how you think you should live?

Why have you chosen to continue to live this way? Are other alternatives available that you haven’t considered adequately?

How has God been nudging you to consider a different way?

What is the outcome of the path you are on? Are you unwittingly traveling on a dead-end street?









Chapter One

Reject Distorted Views of God

The more one is in one’s right mind . . . the more one is unfettered by distorting misperceptions, deranged passions, and the encumbrances of past mistakes—the more inevitable is one’s surrender to God.

—David Bentley Hart, That All Shall Be Saved

As I said, being a Christian involves learning to live our lives in a different way, learning to walk in Jesus’s footsteps. Jesus invites us to be his friends, companions, and disciples as we learn to walk together. That entails trust. We have to trust that Jesus knows who he is and where he’s going. To trust is ultimately to surrender, and as Hart mentions, surrender to God involves breaking free from “distorting misperceptions” of what God and what we are like.1

And when it comes to all the things we have learned about God so far in our lives, many of us have a lot of baggage to sort through.

Have you ever been to a carnival? Carnivals are less common than they used to be, but you may have had a chance to visit one and had lots of fun on the rides, stuffing yourself with funnel cake, fresh fudge, or candy apples, and perhaps visiting the fun house.

As a boy, I loved the fun house; I enjoyed standing in front of the curved mirrors usually located near the entrance or the exit. These mirrors, large sheets of curved glass, are purposely designed to distort our appearance. A tall person appears short and squat. A thin person may look wide and chubby. I recall giggling as I changed expressions or body positions, and funny images appeared in the mirror.

Fun house mirrors deliberately distort reality and do their job well. They’re fun because we know what we’re seeing in the mirror isn’t real. “It’s only a distorted image,” we remind ourselves.

Unfortunately, it’s possible to have fun house mirror images of God and of ourselves that we mistake for the real thing. These false images distort our perceptions. What I perceive in the mirror is not a true reflection of the real God or the real me. Yet it seems so real.

The question then becomes, “How can we clarify our vision of God and of ourselves?”

If your picture of God is distorted, it is time to smash the fun house mirror. Distorted and dysfunctional ideas about God foment immense human misery. Always.

Trevor Hudson shares honestly his past struggles with distorted views of God. His mentor, a wise and gentle guide, raised these harmful ideas to Trevor’s consciousness by simply asking, “Trevor, what is your picture of God?”

Trevor writes, “For the first time in my life, I stopped to think about my image of God. Yes, I did feel that I needed to earn God’s grace. Yes, I did believe I had to achieve his affirmation. Yes, I did sense that God would withdraw his blessings if I did not measure up. Gradually it dawned on me that I had come to view God as a somewhat passive spectator, sitting in the balcony of my life, whose applause would only come in response to satisfactory performance. A dysfunctional picture of God, I was discovering, had expressed itself in a dysfunctional way of living.”2





Pause and Reflect

“What’s God like?” is the most important question a human being will ever ask. Our answer to this question significantly influences how we live through the gift of years God gives us. Ponder what you really think God is like. You might consider writing on a pad your description of God. You can be honest and open. Know that the Lord is pleased with your desire to see him clearly. He won’t be shocked by anything you write. Get your view of God out of your mind—things can be foggy there—and onto a piece of paper. This is the image of God we need to work with. Don’t be afraid or shocked by what you read. All God’s image-bearers occasionally struggle with a fun house mirror view of God. Thankfully, our vision of God can be clarified.

To embrace and live a different way requires the purposeful rejection of a fun house mirror God for one who looks like Jesus. Ponder the following questions. Particularly focus on those you find especially relevant.


	Is my picture of God drawing me closer to God or pushing me away? Do I really want to spend time with this God?

	How has my view of God been formed?

	What words have shaped my understanding of God?

	Who are the people that taught me about God?

	What life experiences have significantly influenced how I think about God?








Distorted Views of God

I was a professor and administrator at Eastern University for twenty-four years. I regularly taught a course titled Foundations of Christian Spirituality.3 As I taught Foundations over the years, we often began with the same theme: distorted views of God people were raised with. If we wish to walk daily with Jesus, we need to trust the God who leads us, and we had better be sure we are following the right God.

One common distorted view students struggled with was God as a distant, demanding parent, with a whiny voice that sounds like this: “You know I love you, honey. But I don’t understand why you’re not doing better. Look at how much I’ve given you. When I read your grade report, I see only Bs and Cs. There are even some Fs! Why aren’t you doing better? I’ve given you so much, and this is the best you can do? I want As, not Bs and Cs, and surely not Fs! You know I love you, honey.”

What do we do with a God who sounds like that? We repeatedly attempt to meet the demands of that whiny, demanding, dissatisfied voice. Often, exhausted and discouraged, we try to turn it off. We cover our ears. Or, if things get really bad, we kill that distant, demanding voice. We stop believing. We kiss faith in God good-bye.

I’m reminded of Norman Bates in Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho. Even after Norman had murdered his mother, he couldn’t escape her nagging, accusing, disappointed, abusive voice. There she sat, mummified in Norman’s basement but still alive in Norman’s mind. His mother’s voice, her distressing, poisonous words, still tormented Norman. He began to dress like her. Talk like her. Act like her. She drove Norman insane. A Norman Bates god does no one any good.

Quite a few students pictured God as a drill instructor, a divine DI. Have you ever served in the armed forces? If you have, you know what the tough, frightening voice of a military drill instructor sounds like. It’s loud. It’s demanding. It’s unrelenting. Now turn it into the voice of God.

“Yeah, I love you! But we’ve got a lot of work to do around here. You need to get in shape. You are weak, a failure! Can you hear me? No one gets tired around here. Try harder! Do more! You are pathetic. Wake up! When I talk to you, you will address me as ‘sir.’ Do you understand me?”

Some students struggled with a third troubling view, God as a cosmic monster. Students saw the evil and sin constantly occurring in the world—sometimes experiencing it very directly—and struggled to reconcile the enormity of the world’s evil and suffering with the reality of a loving God. They thought this evil and suffering must be God’s will because he is sovereign over everything.

I remember a nighttime talk with my oldest son, Nathan, when he was around eighteen. I was watching the 76ers, and the game was almost over. Nathan had spent most of the evening upstairs, catching up on schoolwork.

He ambled quietly down the stairs as the 76ers game ended, walked over, and sat next to me on the couch. It was around ten in the evening. I noticed his eyes were red. Had he been crying? What was up?

On the edge of tears, Nate asked me quietly, his voice choking, “Dad, where was God at Auschwitz?”

Nate had been upstairs reading about the Holocaust for his history class, and much of what he was learning was new, horrifying, and very difficult for his maturing mind to process. He believed God was loving, good, and powerful. So why did God allow such evil to happen? God loved all human beings. God was good. And God surely had the power to intervene. Yet thousands of people were murdered every day in the gas chambers of that terrible place.

How does one reconcile the existence of a good, loving, powerful God with the fact that seventeen thousand people went up in smoke and ash each day at Auschwitz?

We talked about evil, free will, the story of the Jews, and the wickedness of anti-Semitism. I tried to create a conceptual framework Nate could use to process all the issues involved in answering such a significant, difficult question.

“What’s God like, Dad? What’s God like?”

What a fair question. What an important question. It’s one all human beings ask. I identified with Nate’s sad, tear-filled ponderings. For I, too, have struggled with the goodness of God. You probably have, too. It all comes down to the same bottom-line question: Can we trust God?

Can God Be Trusted?

My tussle with these questions ignited in 1971, though it had been smoldering from around age thirteen. What happened? On Christmas day, I think in 1970, my dad and mom separated.

Christmas day was always very special for the Hall family. It was the one day of the year when my dad especially demonstrated his love for our family in a very concrete way.

Dad belonged to “the Greatest Generation” so eloquently described by Tom Brokaw. During the last year of the war against the Japanese, Dad flew dive bombers—the Dauntless and the Helldiver—as a nineteen-year-old pilot. If you ever tour the aircraft carrier Yorktown, now permanently docked in Charleston, South Carolina, you can spot Dad’s face on the back wall of the briefing room. He’s being briefed for an upcoming mission with other young pilots. No one looks happy, though many look quite determined.

Thankfully Dad survived the war and married my mom, and they began to raise a family together. As the years passed, they slowly drifted apart. There’s no need for me to dwell on the details of the divorce. Each played a role in the breakup of the family. How God’s precious image-bearers struggle to love one another!

On Christmas day, 1970, I was home in Virginia from UCLA for Christmas break. Fond memories and lively expectations filled my heart as I headed down the stairs Christmas morning.

I expected to find Christmas stockings stuffed, presents under the tree, and a warm, inviting breakfast before we began the official festivity of unwrapping each gift one by one. Instead, things were shockingly quiet. “What’s going on?” I asked myself. “Where is everyone?”

Then I saw them. My older brother and Dad were standing outside talking, and neither looked happy. I turned away from the living room window, walked into the dining room, and found my mother sitting at the dinner table crying. I had never seen her cry before. “Mom, what’s going on?” I asked, dreading her answer.

“Your dad’s leaving me,” she whispered.

“No, he’s not,” I said to myself.

For the next ten months I did everything in my power to keep my parents together. I wanted more Christmases. More Thanksgivings. More birthday celebrations with the family whole.

It was not to be.

Where was God in all this family horror? My faith in God was just beginning to bud in college. How would it survive a breakup between Mom and Dad?

Hope soared back in LA as I discovered a Bible verse stating that God hated divorce (Mal. 2:16). I naively coupled this verse with Jesus’s promise that he would do anything I asked for in his name (John 14:13). What could be more in line with God’s will than a family staying together, whole and happy?

I prayed and expected reconciliation. As the months passed, I prayed my heart out. “God, keep our family together.” After all, I reasoned, God hates divorce. God has promised to hear my prayer. I prayed fervently, expectantly, longingly. “God doesn’t break his promises,” I said to myself. I had read the same thing in the Bible. That was good enough for me.

Then the letter arrived. I recall the envelope looked official, formal, perhaps with the words Official Document stamped on it. I opened it slowly. I believe my hands were shaking. It contained the news no child, whatever age, wants to receive. The divorce had been finalized. My parents were no longer married.

As I stared at the courtroom document, I felt utter dismay. It quickly shifted into anger. Hot, sorrowful words spilled out of my mouth, fiery coals of disillusionment and disappointment with God. “You liar,” I muttered. “You promised. You promised! I hate you.”

The person I thought was my friend had purposely, sadistically tossed a hand grenade into my family circle. I had trusted God with childlike faith, had willingly placed my tender heart in God’s hands, and he had crushed it. Perhaps you have felt the same way when life doesn’t make sense.

My disappointment with God deepened over the next few months. What was I to do with the ache in my heart and the confusion in my mind? What do you do when trust has been violated, betrayed, shattered? I had trusted Dad. I had trusted Mom. And I had trusted God. I decided the trusting would stop, a decision that, frankly, got me nowhere.

How so? I was not going to stop loving my parents. How could I? They were embedded in my heart. And what was I going to do with God? An ember of trust in God still flickered beneath the ashes of disappointment. A knowing beyond knowing, a tiny spark of faith still glowed, but for a long stretch I did my best to snuff it out.

My UCLA friends increasingly worried about me. To be honest, they didn’t know much more about God than I did. Many of us came to faith at the same time. They simply loved me and hung with me as I started to drink and recklessly act out my disillusionment with God and life in general.

Finally, one Saturday morning my pals—new believers like me and knuckleheads to boot—intervened directly; they sensed that if I continued to follow my foolish, self-destructive path, more tragedy lay ahead.

A group of us played basketball every Saturday morning at Pali High in Pacific Palisades. Three or four guys picked me up—I think I was hung over—and I rested in the backseat, tired, sad, and looking forward to just running up and down the court for an hour or two.

Two of them, one on each side, leaned into me. I could barely move, and that’s exactly what they wanted. The drive to the Palisades is about twenty minutes from UCLA, west on Sunset Boulevard. Instead, I noticed we were following a different route, first west down Wilshire, then south on the 405, the San Diego freeway.

“Where are we going?” I mumbled.

“To Culver City. There’s a guy there we have to pick up who wants to play ball with us,” one of them lied.

Whatever, I thought to myself, and dozed off.

Fifteen minutes later we pulled up to an apartment building. “Come on up,” somebody said. “Looks like he’s not ready yet.” I lumbered out of the car, climbed lazily up a set of stairs, and walked into the living room of an apartment I didn’t recognize.

To my surprise and dismay, I faced a larger group of my friends, male and female. Why were they here? I felt confused, then angry. A brief, uncomfortable moment passed.

Then someone courageously asked, “Chris, what’s wrong? We’re worried.”

“What’s wrong?” I snapped. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong.” For the next hour and a half my long-suffering, gutsy friends gave me a precious gift: the gift of silence. They just sat and listened to the angry, profane monologue of a heartbroken image-bearer, one so tempted to disbelieve and so longing to trust but terrified to do so.

I remember at one point someone said, “That must be so hard.”

“You’re damn right it’s hard,” I spit out. The rest of the group stayed silent, patiently absorbing my angry disillusionment, much like God had done since I learned of the divorce.

Finally, I ran out of words. I had nothing left to say or, it seemed, to hope. Boxing with God was exhausting. My arms were too short. “I’m tired,” I said. “I don’t want to play ball. I want to go back to school.”

No one argued with me. Indeed, no one really said much at all. Someone loaned me a car, and I began the drive back to campus. I didn’t want to be with anyone else. I just wanted to sleep. “A lot of good that did,” I inwardly moaned.

And then it happened. I was headed north on the 405, just past San Vicente Boulevard, when I felt a weight suddenly, inexplicably lift off my chest. It hurt. I gasped in pain.

Simultaneously, I sensed someone in the car, a gentle, kind, tangible presence behind me, gazing at me as I drove. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m not lying. In the midst of my disbelief, disappointment, and disillusionment, God showed up.

Have you read C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia? As I recall and ponder those three minutes that changed the direction of my life, I remember it felt like Aslan (the Jesus-like lion in the books) was curled up on the backseat. And then he spoke. This is what I heard in my mind and heart: “My dear boy, you’re going to have to trust me. I could try to explain to you all that’s involved with your parents’ divorce, all that occurred between your mom and dad as their years together passed. I choose not to do so. It is too complex for you to comprehend. You must leave these things with me. You must trust me. I am what you hoped me to be. I haven’t changed. Trust me, my dear one. Trust me.”

Even now, as I write these words fifty years later, tears fill my eyes.

“I can’t. I can’t. I want my family back. I want more Christmases. I want things to be the way they were.” As I drove north, I began to weep deeply, tears of sadness, tears of farewell to what would never be again, tears flowing from a crushed heart. I had no desire to say good-bye to what had been so good, to what I loved so deeply. Yet Aslan—I do believe it was Jesus—was nudging me toward a new beginning. As I reached the Wilshire Boulevard exit, he was still with me in the backseat, gazing at me, waiting, waiting, waiting.

To this day, I have no rational explanation for what occurred that morning on the 405. When I left Culver City and headed north, I was deeply disappointed and disillusioned with God. When I pulled off the 405 onto Wilshire, about five miles later, my young faith, as shredded as it was, began to knit together. Pure grace visited me in the backseat of that car.

There was no happy resolution to the divorce. The family circle was never restored. That devastating Christmas was the last I ever experienced with my family together. Pain remains. I feel it in my chest and in my throat as I recall that horrible time. Yet, inexplicably, my life with God—as immature as it was—had been revived.

My experiences and perplexities, though, are not unique. Many of you have had similar ones. We cry out, “Lord, what’s going on? Why is the world the way it is?” And behind our questions lurk even deeper, more troubling ones: “Lord, are you good? Can you be trusted? What are you like?”

These are not easy questions to resolve. And sometimes, as in my case, resolving them does not mean that I discovered the right answers. But I learned enough to trust and move forward. We’ll continue to ponder the question of God’s goodness, love, and power in A Different Way. Whatever conclusions we reach, at least from a Christian perspective, must correspond with what Jesus teaches about his Father, and about himself.

An Indulgent Grandfather?

The last distorted view of God mentioned by Eastern students was picturing God as an indulgent grandfather whose “highest hope at the end of the day” is, as C. S. Lewis writes, “that everyone had a good time.” In this view, Trevor Hudson comments, we picture God as “a divine candy machine (just say a prayer and you get what you want).”4 God as a divine bellhop comes to mind.

“Oh, they do get into mischief!” we hear this God chuckling. “What am I going to do with them?”

God’s not all that concerned about my sin, we presume, so why should I be?

Have you ever found yourself thinking and behaving this way? I surely did in my younger days.

Of course, there are many more fun house mirror views of God that confuse us and blur our vision. There may well be hundreds. Here are a few more mentioned by Trevor Hudson:


	God as an impersonal force

	God as a heavenly tyrant

	God as a scrupulous bookkeeper.5



Fun house mirror views of God often lurk below the surface of our consciousness; they invade our dreams, incubating nightmares of what God is like. Distorted views of God, though, inevitably leak into our conscious thinking and living, warping our ability to live and love in line with the truth of who God actually is. Trusting in the wrong idea of God will lead us off the path we wish to follow.





Pause and Reflect

What distorted views of God do you struggle with? How did they develop? How can you—with God’s help—change them?






The God Who Seeks the Lost

Of course, Jesus knew about our hesitations and distortions and so gave us teachings about the God we should trust in. We find three parables or stories in Luke 15, all told by Jesus to help his precious image-bearers understand what God is like. Each story makes the same point: God longs for those who are lost. First we see that God is like a shepherd who searches for the one lost sheep out of ninety-nine (Luke 15:7). Next Jesus says God is like a woman who loses a coin and is frantic to find it (Luke 15:8–10). Finally, God is like a father who longs for his wayward son to come home (Luke 15:11–32).

What does Jesus long for us to grasp? God searches for those who have lost their way. God rejoices over people who admit that they’ve sinned, change their minds about the direction of their lives, and confess honestly what has gone wrong. All three stories emphasize the joy that occurs in heaven when a cracked image-bearer finally says, “I’ve sinned. I’m sorry. I’m lost. I want to come home.”

When the lost sheep is found, the shepherd “calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’ I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent” (Luke 15:6–7).6 The woman who finds her lost coin responds in the same way: “And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.’ In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:9–10).

The third parable is the best known of the three. Almost all of us have heard the story of the prodigal son. Actually, I’m worried that we’ve heard it so many times we’ve become anesthetized to its rich texture and beauty. I think Philip Yancey was concerned about the same thing, so he rewrote the story of the prodigal son about a lost girl. I think he got it just right. Yancey writes:


A young girl grows up on a cherry orchard just above Traverse City, Michigan. Her parents, a bit old-fashioned, tend to overreact to her nose ring, the music she listens to, and the length of her skirts. They ground her a few times, and she seethes inside. “I hate you!” she screams at her father when he knocks on the door of her room after an argument, and that night she acts on a plan she has mentally rehearsed scores of times. She runs away.

She has visited Detroit only once before, on a bus trip with her church group to watch the Tigers play. Because newspapers in Traverse City report in lurid detail the gangs, the drugs, and the violence in downtown Detroit, she concluded that is probably the last place her parents will look for her. California, maybe, or Florida, but not Detroit.

Her second day there she meets a man who drives the biggest car she’s ever seen. He offers her a ride, buys her lunch, arranges a place for her to stay. He gives her some pills that make her feel better than she’s ever felt before. She was right all along, she decides: her parents were keeping her from all the fun.

The good life continues for a month, two months, a year. The man with the big car—she calls him “Boss”—teaches her a few things that men like. Since she’s underage, men pay a premium for her. She lives in a penthouse, and orders room service whenever she wants. Occasionally she thinks about the folks back home, but their lives now seem so boring and provincial that she can hardly believe she grew up there.

She has a brief scare when she sees her picture on the back of a milk carton with the headline “have you seen this child?” But by now she has blond hair, and with all the makeup and body-piercing jewelry she wears, nobody would mistake her for a child. Besides, most of her friends are runaways, and nobody squeals in Detroit.

After a year the first sallow signs of illness appear, and it amazes her how fast the boss turns mean. “These days, we can’t mess around,” he growls, and before she knows it, she’s out on the street without a penny to her name. She still turns a couple of tricks a night, but they don’t pay much, and all the money goes to support her habit. When winter blows in she finds herself sleeping on metal grates outside the big department stores. “Sleeping” is the wrong word—a teenage girl at night in downtown Detroit can never relax her guard. Dark bands circle her eyes. Her cough worsens.

One night as she lies awake listening for footsteps, all of a sudden everything about her life looks different. She no longer feels like a woman of the world. She feels like a little girl, lost in a cold and frightening city. She begins to whimper. Her pockets are empty and she’s hungry. She needs a fix. She pulls her legs tight underneath her and shivers under the newspapers she’s piled atop her coat. Something jolts a synapse of memory and a single image fills her mind: of May in Traverse City, when a million cherry trees bloom at once, with her golden retriever dashing through the rows and rows of blossomy trees in chase of a tennis ball.

God, why did I leave, she says to herself, and pain stabs at her heart. My dog back home eats better than I do now. She’s sobbing, and she knows in a flash that more than anything in the world she wants to go home.

Three straight phone calls, three straight connections with the answering machine. She hangs up without leaving a message the first two times, but the third time she says, “Dad, Mom, it’s me. I was wondering about maybe coming home. I’m catching a bus up your way, and it’ll get there about midnight tomorrow. If you’re not there, well, I guess I’ll just stay on the bus until it hits Canada.”

When the bus finally rolls into the station, its air brakes hissing in protest, the driver announces in a crackly voice over the microphone, “Fifteen minutes, folks. That’s all we have here.” Fifteen minutes to decide her life. She checks herself in a compact mirror, smooths her hair, and licks the lipstick off her teeth. She looks at the tobacco stains on her fingertips, and wonders if her parents will notice. If they’re there.

She walks into the terminal not knowing what to expect. Not one of the thousand scenes that have played out in her mind prepare her for what she sees. There, in the concrete-walls-and-plastic-chairs bus terminal in Traverse City, Michigan, stands a group of forty brothers and sisters and great-aunts and cousins and a grandmother and great-grandmother to boot. They’re all wearing goofy party hats and blowing noise-makers, and taped across the entire wall of the terminal is a computer-generated banner that reads “Welcome home!”

Out of the crowd of well-wishers breaks her dad. She stares out through the tears quivering in her eyes like hot mercury and begins the memorized speech, “Dad, I’m sorry. I know . . .”

He interrupts her. “Hush child. We’ve got no time for that. No time for apologies. You’ll be late for the party. A banquet’s waiting for you at home.”7



Jesus is saying, God is like that father. Can you trust that God?

A Last, Long Conversation

If we are confused about the questions of God and what God is like or what God will do, we are in good company. The apostle John records for us a last, long conversation Jesus had with his disciples. In this final talk before his death, Jesus emphasizes truths about God and himself he wants to embed in the disciples’ minds, for these are the apostles who will be Jesus’s chief representatives on earth after his ascension into heaven. It is the apostles who will speak and write on Jesus’s behalf, bearing witness to who he is, what he has accomplished, and what he is still doing in the world through the Holy Spirit.

This conversation wasn’t easy for the disciples. How so? Well, among other things, Jesus starts the discussion by announcing he is leaving, and nobody is happy about this.


“Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me. My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.” (John 14:1–4)



For many of us these are comforting words, words of encouragement, words that keep us going during times of testing, loneliness, illness, or grief. Not so with the disciples. Jesus’s teaching about leaving and coming back made little biblical or theological sense to them. Why?

From their perspective—and that of Israel as a whole—God’s promised Messiah wasn’t supposed to come and then leave. The Messiah was supposed to stay, to announce and establish God’s kingdom. God’s Anointed One was supposed to come to reign, to end Israel’s exile and domination under foreign rule, to heal, to defeat Satan, to conquer death.

For Thomas, Peter, Philip, and the rest of the apostolic band gathered that last evening with Jesus in the upper room, their messianic expectations were grounded on the promise of the prophets that Israel’s Messiah would come and rule in Jerusalem (cf. Isa. 2:1–5). All the nations would stream to God’s Anointed on Zion. This present evil age would end. The age to come would begin under the leadership of the anointed king of Israel, the promised Messiah.

The disciples had no desire for a coming-then-leaving messiah; they believed Jesus was the Anointed One of God, and they wanted him to stay. Jesus had fulfilled their messianic expectations up to this point. Why now this talk about leaving? Why was he going away? Where was he going?

We perceive the disciples’ confusion in the question Thomas poses to Jesus. “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” (John 14:5). Thomas is puzzled, confused, frustrated. “Lord,” he seems to be saying, “you’re not being helpful. Why are you leaving? Where are you going? Messiahs don’t leave. They stay.”

Jesus’s response to Thomas probably left him confused, though it is a saying well loved by Christians. “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really know me, you will know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him” (John 14:6–7).

Philip responds on behalf of the entire group: “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us” (John 14:8).

As Jesus replies to Philip, we sense a hint of impatience in his voice, toward Philip and all the apostles. They should understand by now. “Jesus answered: ‘Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, “Show us the Father”?’” (John 14:9).

Could Jesus be clearer? When we look at Jesus, we see the Father.

What’s God like? God is like Jesus. Jesus invites us to replace our fun house mirror view of God with Jesus as God’s incarnate Son. If we look at Jesus and immerse ourselves in his words and life, we’ll find God. Like the apostles before us, we don’t need to have all the answers before we decide to simply trust that Jesus will be there as we start walking with him.

I have met very few people who have nasty things to say about Jesus. Most of the problems people have with the Christian faith concern us.

If we’ve been deformed into the image of a fun house God, the picture of God we present to the world will be warped and twisted. No wonder people often say, “I don’t have a hard time with Jesus. It’s Christians I can’t stand.”

For some of us, our first big step toward spiritual healing, spiritual wholeness, and spiritual sanity needs to be a big step toward Jesus. I often suggest that people take the next three to five years and just read the Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—over and over again. There is no need to rush.

As you read and ponder, hidden icebergs of ingrained, false patterns of thinking will slowly crack and melt. Christ’s healing light will shine into the unseen nooks of our personality. Darkness will recede. Fun house mirror reflections of God will fade. A new picture of God will slowly set in and stabilize.

I repeat again. What’s God like? God is like Jesus.

This first step toward Jesus will be hard for some of us, for we’ve been hurt in the past. We’ve been wounded by what people taught us about God. We’ve been injured by what people said about Jesus.

Jesus never tires of saying to each precious image-bearer, “I want to embrace you and make you like me.”

Jesus’s invitation is for everyone. No one is left out. Hear Jesus saying to you, “You are my beloved. My dear, dear girl, my dear, dear boy. Come to me. You’ve been laden too long with burdens too heavy for you to carry. Give them to me. Trust me. You are loved. You are safe. I will not harm you. It is time to release your life into my light and love. Come home. There is a fire waiting and a banquet prepared.”

Jesus has prepared a holy feast for us—his precious body and blood—that nourishes, enlivens, and gladdens heart, mind, soul, and body. It’s a meal to be enjoyed for all eternity, one that will never sate our appetites. In the age to come, we will feast forever in the company of Jesus.
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