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A Note from the Authors




Five years ago, we began writing a book explaining how two Quaker pastors, one raised Catholic and the other Protestant, came to believe in universal salvation. That book, If Grace Is True, changed our lives in ways we couldnt have imagined. Readers across the country embraced the books message and began sharing it with others, discussing it in book clubs and Bible studies, and even preaching from it (and against it). Many people thanked us for expressing what theyd believed but feared to admitthat God loved and would save all people. Assuming, falsely, that we were experts on grace, they asked us how to live graciously. This book, If God Is Love, is not a how-to manual. It is our attempt to answer one question: What could our world look like if we took seriously Gods love for all people?


The greatest challenge we faced in answering this question was resisting the urge to prod our readers toward our own conclusions and affiliations. Serious damage is done when religiously inclined folk like us foist yet another ism on others or define too narrowly what pleases or displeases God. So, instead, weve offered a broad sketch of the gracious life and trust that you, the reader, can paint in the details yourself. Its your life, after all, not ours. Whatever is helpful, we offer humbly. For whatever is not, we ask your forgiveness.

Like our previous book, this book is written in the first person, reflecting our belief that life in the Spirit is never a solo journey, but a shared story. (Plus we simply dont like all the other devices coauthored books are forced intolike saying we or Phil thinks this and Jim did that.) Some stories belong to one of us, some to the other, and some are an amalgamation. The principles and commitments of this book belong to both of us, often emerging out of long discussion and even a few rigorous debates.

Philip Gulley and James Mulholland
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Why Beliefs Matter




When I was younger, I thought beliefs were a private matter. I had the right to believe what I believed, and others could believe what they wanted. As long as people didnt force their beliefs on me, I was happy to allow them to think things I considered ridiculous. Beliefs werent dangerous. It was attitudes and actions that caused harm.

In the summer of 1986, I discovered this was a naive belief. That June I was hired to pastor a small rural congregation. Id been studying theology in college and was eager to put my newfound knowledge to work. That church allowed me to preach, visit the sick, and learn why the world wont be saved by a committee. They also taught me why beliefs matter.

My first couple of months with them went well. It was the proverbial honeymoonwe each proclaimed our fondness for the other loudly and often. There was, on both our parts, some give and take. They preferred their hymns aged like a fine wine, and so I didnt suggest they clap their hands, buy a drum set, or sing lyrics projected on a screen. They discovered I was soft-spoken and bought a new microphone rather than insist I shout. We thought any other differences were minor and easily resolved. In the third month, we found we were wrong.

I cant remember my exact words, but something I mentioned in a sermon caused an elderly woman in the church to wonder whether I believed in Satan and hell. She approached me after worship and began questioning me. Lacking a well-honed ministerial radar and eager to prove my theological sophistication, I answered her questions directly and honestly. This was before I learned that answering theological questions directly and honestly is generally a bad idea, and that ministers go to seminary precisely so we can master the theological language necessary to bewilder people when pressed to provide answers they might not like.

I told her I didnt believe in Satan. Nor did I believe in a place where people were endlessly tormented. I then told her she was perfectly free to believe those ideas. I patted her hand and turned to speak to someone else, never realizing she and I differed on far more than Satan and hell. I believed then, and I believe now, that faith is a matter of inward conviction, not outward compulsion. She believed strict conformity was a requirement of faith. If Id known this, I might have noticed the whispers during the pitch-in dinner after worship. Instead, my wife and I left church that day grateful God had called us to such a warm fellowship, unaware Id soon feel its heat.

That week I immersed myself in my studies and sermon preparation and the next Sunday morning arrived at church brimming with excitement. It was Palm Sunday. I planned to speak on how quickly the crowd went from cheering Jesus to jeering him. It turned out to be a timely sermon.

The head elder approached me as I entered the church. Were not holding church this morning, he said. Wed like to meet with you instead.

A minister with a sermon in his pocket being an unstoppable force of nature, I told him we should worship before meeting to talk. This also gave me time to figure out what Id done. I quickly eliminated all the usual pastoral indiscretions. I hadnt had an affair with the church secretary. We didnt have one. I hadnt visited the local tavern. I couldnt afford to drink on what they were paying me. I hadnt used church stamps for personal correspondence. I had no idea why they wanted to speak with me, but suspected anything that would cause them to cancel worship on Palm Sunday must be serious.

The head elder reluctantly agreed to postpone our meeting until after worship. When the last hymn was sung and the closing prayer offered, I filed downstairs with him and sat at a folding table in the church basement. The elders were grim-faced.

This is an awkward matter, the head elder said, but Im afraid were going to have to let you go.


I asked if I had done something wrong.

There have been concerns raised that you dont believe in Satan and hell, he said.

Thats right, I said. Then, eager to display my theological prowess, I asked if they wanted to know why.

They declined my offer to enlighten them.

I began to panic. The job didnt pay much, but I was concerned that being fired after only three months might not look good on my rsum. I do believe in the love of God. Isnt that enough?

It wasnt.

I realize now what I didnt understand thenbeliefs matter. Beliefs are not harmless. They have the power to shape our world, for good or ill. Some beliefs unite us in a great and common good, while others divide us, reinforcing prejudices and diminishing our humanity. Religious beliefs are especially potent, shaping how we think of and act toward God, others, and ourselves.

Id thought the idea of Satan and hell negotiable. They didnt. They considered a belief in a demonic personality and eternal damnation essential. They thought those who didnt believe in hell were deceived by Satan and destined for the lake of fire. Fearing Id lead them astray, they fired me, giving me fresh insight into the origins of that expression.

After the meeting, I walked out to the car where my wife was waiting.

What happened? she asked.


Its good news.

What is it?

We get to sleep in next Sunday.

We drove home and ate dinner, then I lay down on the couch to take a nap. The phone rang later that afternoon. It was an elder from another small rural church near our home.

Wed like you to come be our pastor, he said. Are you available?

As a matter of fact I am, I told him.

I preached at that church the next Sunday. I wasnt optimistic about my prospects, figuring my tenure would be brief once they found out what I believed. So I preached about Gods love for homosexuals, thinking it would shock them and theyd look elsewhere for a pastor.

After worship, I went downstairs to meet with the elders, a maddeningly familiar process by now.

Do you believe in Satan and hell? an older woman asked.

Youd think Id have learned my lesson and offered some theologically obscure response, but I was still oblivious to why this question mattered. I assumed that someone at the first church had called to warn them of my heretical views. More stubborn than intelligent, I answered honestly once again.

No, I dont.

An elderly gentleman smacked the table with his hand. I like a man who speaks his mind, he said. Lets hire him.


And so they did. I was there four years before leaving to pastor a church in the city. When I left, it was with a heavy heart. And from what I could tell they were sad to see me go. What made the difference?

Grace.

The Meaning of Grace

I believe in grace.

Now by grace, I dont mean a wishy-washy, whatever-goes approach in which one belief is as good as another. I dont mean an attitude that ignores differences and tolerates every idea. Critics are right to label such thinking as lazy and indulgent. What I mean by grace is a commitment to the most difficult and demanding of human actsengaging and loving those who think and behave in ways we find unacceptable.

Grace is the unfailing commitment to love all persons, regardless of their beliefs.

Only grace makes it possible for those who believe differently to respect and relate to one another. Grace allows us to disagree, to challenge the damaging beliefs of others even as we are challenged, and to do this without violating the autonomy and dignity of others. Grace empowers us to embrace deeply divergent convictions even as we embrace one another. We love one another as God loves usgraciously.

Love and grace are not synonymous. Nearly everyone believes God is loving, but there is considerable debate over the width, length, height, and depth of this love. For many, Gods love is limited and conditional, offered to some and not others. They believe Gods love is reserved for the elect and bestowed on the obedient. Gods love becomes a reward, not a divine commitment.

Grace, in contrast, is not connected to our behavior. He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy (Titus 3:5, NIV). Grace is Gods commitment to love us regardless.

This kind of love echoes throughout history in the words and lives of many religious leaders. It was the kind of love Jesus modeled and taught. It was a love offered to the outcast, sinners, and the unloved. It was a love for both neighbor and enemy.

Jesus said, I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another (John 13:3435). What was new was not the command to lovethe Hebrew Scriptures were full of such commandsbut the command to love as Jesus didexpansively.

This grace allowed those in my second church to survive the fumblings of a young man who knew he didnt believe in Satan and hell, but knew little about being a pastor. They gave me the time and space to move beyond quick and easy responses to difficult questions and develop my convictions.

Eventually, I realized the importance of Satan and hell. They represent a popular and long-standing answer to the question of human destinysome will be saved and others will be damned. The fact that I didnt believe this suggested Id accepted a different answer. Ironically, I rejected Satan and hell before I was able to articulate a more optimistic response to the question of human destiny. Only over time did I discover why I thought believing in Satan and hell unhelpful, even harmful.

When that elderly woman asked me whether I believed in Satan or hell, I brushed aside her question as trivial. When that church fired me, I thought its members were petty and intolerant. It took four years of seminary, many years of pastoring, and countless experiences with God and others before I understood how important her question was. She was asking, though neither of us realized it, how I interpreted Scripture, how I understood the character of God, and what I thought of Jesus. Most important, she was asking me to define the boundaries of Gods love.

I regret my flippant response. Only now do I understand why my rejection of Satan and hell was so threatening. She feared that, in removing one card, the whole house might tumble. She was right.

Ive spent the past twenty years picking up the cards. Only in the past few years have I put my beliefs in some kind of order. I have given her question the attention it deserved and can finally give a thoughtful answer to why I dont believe in Satan or hell: I dont believe there are boundaries to Gods love. I believe God will save every person.

Now by save, I mean much more than a ticket to heaven. I mean much more than being cleansed of our sins and rescued from hells fire. I mean even more than being raised from the grave and granted eternal life. By salvation, I mean being freed of every obstacle to intimacy with God. We will know as we are known and love as we are loved.

Salvation is not about what happens after we die, but what begins whenever we realize God loves us.

Although Id argue there is room for such a belief in the tradition of the Church, the interpretation of Scripture, and any reasonable discourse, I have to admit my belief is based primarily on my experience with God. The God Ive experienced loves me in ways I cannot fully comprehend or express.

Id like to think God loves me because of my sterling character and pleasant demeanor, but when I suggest this possibility, my wifes uncontrollable laughter quickly deflates such delusions. It seems much more likely that God loves every person as much as God loves me.

I believe God is love and that everything God does, God does because of love. When this love is poured on the wicked, the rebellious, and the resistantadjectives that fit all of us on occasionwe call it grace. Where sin abounds, Gods grace increases all the more. Unwilling to abandon us, God works in the lives of every person to redeem and restore. The restoration of all things is Gods ultimate desire.

This universal salvation is not an event, but a process. It is Gods primary action in the world. Jesus came to proclaim this good news, to draw people to God. He broke down the barriers he encountered and refused to limit Gods favor to a chosen few. The cross was the political and religious response to such radical grace. The resurrection was Gods unwillingness to allow a human government or religion to have the final word.

I believe God will accomplish the salvation of every person, in this life or the next, no matter how long we resist.

If Satan does exist, he will one day repent, be forgiven, and take his proper place in the divine order. If hell exists, it wont be the final destination for anyone. It will merely be another tool in Gods work to purify and redeem. Years ago, I abandoned the concepts of Satan and hell as unsophisticated. Now I reject them for a far more important reason: they represent a way of understanding God I no longer find credible.

I suspect this answer wouldnt have satisfied that elderly woman in my first church. It wouldnt have kept me from being fired. It continues to cause me considerable trouble. Ive learned that many individuals and human institutions still oppose such liberal grace. Many religious people regard such theology as heresy. Others, having given up on religion, consider such beliefs irrelevant. I think both positions are wrong. I think believing in Gods universal salvation can change the world.

Believing in the universal love of God has changed my world. It has changed how I talk about God. It has transformed my self-image. It has altered my attitudes and actions. It has helped me see how much damage my old way of thinking did to me and to others.


I believe much of the pain and suffering in our world is a direct consequence of a persistent belief in dual destinythe idea that some are destined for heaven and the rest for hell. This idea led to many childhood fears and insecurities. I grew up believing I was unworthy of Gods love and obsessed with earning Gods favor. Shame and guilt plagued me into my early adult years.

After I became certain of my salvation, I applied the same harsh standards to others. Hell and damnation allowed me to judge and condemn those different from me. They were wicked, and I was good. If challenged, Id admit judgment was ultimately in Gods hands, but I was more than willing to offer and act upon an early prediction. My smugness often did damage to those around me, but far more frightening are the ramifications when millions share this arrogance.

Charles Kimball, in his book When Religion Becomes Evil, writes, Many religious people see religion as the problem. By religion, they invariably mean other peoples false religion. A substantial number of Christians, for example, embrace some form of exclusivism that says, My understanding and experience of Jesus is the only way to God. Any other form of human religious understanding or behavior is nothing more than a vain attempt by sinful people on a fast track to hell.1

Unfortunately, Christianity is not alone in this religious conceit. Muslims declare jihad, or holy war. Hindus murder Muslims in order to cleanse a temple site. Palestinian suicide bombers kill Zionist settlers. Israeli bulldozers demolish Arab homes. All these acts of religious violence are defended as faithful to a God who, though called by different names, loves the elect and hates the rest. Dual destiny divides the world into us and them.

This traditional answer to the question of human destiny has failed us. Satan and hell arent the problem. It is this violent and intolerant image of God that causes the world such grief. Those created in the image of this God can easily justify nearly any acta thousand years of Crusades, hundreds of years of slave trade, the marching of Jews into furnaces, and the crashing of airplanes into buildings. The chosen are free to do great evil to those they consider damned.

As long as religions are competing for the keys to the kingdom of God, religion will cause as much harm as healing, division as unity, war as peace. As long as any religion insists those of other faiths are damned, then love, peace, and tolerance are illusions. Killing your enemies, not loving them, becomes the divine mandate. Religion will remain the problem until we are willing to tear down our bloody altars.

The answer, according to Kimball, is for religious people to see each other as companions on the journey rather than competitors in a race with a single prize. We need to recognize each other as children of a gracious God who, though our language and experience may differ, share a yearning to be united with the One who created us. We need to develop the humility necessary to listen to and learn from each other, for religion at its best is not competitive, but cooperative, calling forth the gifts of God in every person, for our good and the good of the world.

Its time for a change.

Religion will become the solution when we refuse to do violence, in this life or the next, to those who think differently. Religion can transform the world only when love, peace, and tolerance are given more than lip service. When we believe God loves and saves every person and accept our eternal connection to all people, everything changes. We are freed to seek new answers to lifes enduring questions:

How should I live?

How should I live with God?

How should I live with my neighbor?

In answering these questions, I want to suggest a new world order. I use that term knowing some conservative Christians will be appalled. Theyll claim a new world order is the goal of the Anti-Christ. Ive come to believe the present world order, one formed around a cutthroat division between the saved and the damned, is anti-Christ. It is in opposition to the way of Jesus and hostile to the grace of God. I want to change that world by envisioning a world shaped by Gods redemptive love for all.

In the following pages, Ill share a new vision for our personal, religious, and corporate lives. Ill examine how my belief in Gods universal love has transformed my image of myself, softened my treatment of others, altered my lifestyle, changed my understanding of the role of religion in general and the mission of the Church specifically, and reshaped my worldview. Ill invite you to consider how our world would be different if we focused not on heaven or hell, but on creating a new earth.

In retrospect, Im thankful that small rural church fired me. It forced me to examine assumptions Id accepted uncritically, to reflect on my experiences with God and with others, and to seek an answer to those enduring questions Id either ignored or too easily resolved. Im also thankful for the churches and people whove nurtured me in the years since. In so doing, they taught me the tenacity of grace.

It took many years for me to finally accept that if grace is true, it is true for everyone. Believing this has brought me to the border of a new and gracious worlda promised land. Isaiah described it with these words: In days to come[God] shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more (Isaiah 2:2, 4).

Two thousand years ago, Jesus added his voice to those whod come before him and invited us to cross into this new land. Unfortunately, far too many of us have feared to enter. Weve wandered in the wilderness, aware of Gods grace, but unwilling to allow grace to triumph. My hope is that this generation will finally wade the Jordan.

If God is love, there is no reason to live in the wilderness any longer.



	Charles Kimball, When Religion Becomes Evil (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), p. 27. A wonderful examination of the signs and symptoms of religion gone bad, this book also offers a vision of religious renewal.
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Embracing Grace




I grew up in a loving church. The pastors were compassionate. The Sunday school teachers were patient and tender. The nursery was brightly lit, clean, and full of toys. Children were treasured. There were programs for every age group, and the volunteers were dedicated and generous. I still remember when Mr. Rice let the fifth-grade boys camp out in his backyard. You have to be a saint to teach a fifth-grade boys Sunday school class. Either saintly or crazy. Yet in the midst of all of this affection, I was taught to fear the Lord.

I dont think this was malicious. The teachers and preachers of my childhood were good people. Mr. Rice never raised his voice or threatened violence, though the behavior of fifth-grade boys is a strong argument for wrath. In between giving us candy and confiscating our pocketknives, marbles, and baseball cards, he squeezed in stories from the Bible. The Bible, rather than Mr. Rice, was to blame for my fear.

I especially remember the story of Uzzah. King David and his court were bringing the ark of the covenant (where Gods presence dwelled) from Baale-judah to Jerusalem. Along the parade route, the oxen stumbled, the cart swayed, and the ark seemed ready to crash to the ground. A man named Uzzah reached out to steady the ark. The Bible says, The anger of the Lord was kindled against Uzzah; and God struck himand he died there beside the ark (2 Samuel 6:7).

How was I to understand Gods behavior when Uzzah touched the ark? Uzzahs actions were innocent; he didnt want the ark to crash. In college, I studied this story again. One scholar argued that God doesnt need our help, that Uzzahs steadying the ark indicated he didnt trust God. Uzzahs death was a brutal object lesson. Another scholar observed that the Levites had been commanded to carry the ark on their shoulders, not in a cart. Uzzah was the unfortunate victim of a bureaucratic error. None of these explanations lessened my discomfort.

Apparently, I wasnt the only one troubled by Gods capriciousness. King David was also upset. He cancelled the parade and sent the celebrants away. He didnt bring the ark to Jerusalem. Even worse, Scripture tells us David was afraid of the Lord. And rightly so. If Uzzah could be struck down so easily, who was safe from the wrath of God?

Fear is the theme of many biblical stories about God. No one in church questioned the truth of such portrayals. Fearing God was considered a virtue. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom (Psalm 111:10). Ive since learned the Hebrew word translated fear denotes awe and reverence more than fright. But, as a child, I wasnt awed by God. I was afraid.

I wish I could say Christianity eased my anxiety, but the traditional theology of the Church was equally frightening. I was a sinner deserving of death and eternal torment in hell. Nothing I said or did could change my status or appease Gods wrath. My teachers and preachers left no room for debate. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). They were also clear about the consequences. The wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23). Even before I completely understood the difference between right and wrong, I knew I was doomed.

I was also taught that Jesus loved me. He was the good news. The wages of sin was death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 6:23). Jesus saved us. His willingness to take our place on the cross and pay our debt rescued us from divine retribution. Later, Id be taught Gods wrath wasnt vindictive, that God was required to uphold the dictates of justice and holiness, but when I was a child these distinctions were lost on me. I simply believed God was mad, and someone had to pay.

Every Sunday we were reminded of how Jesus paid it all, how he loved us so much he died for us. The descriptions of his crucifixion were not of a religious reformer killed by the authorities, but of a friend laying down his life for us. Nearly every lesson and sermon ended with an appeal to give our hearts to Jesus. Moved by such selfless love, I did this early and often, visiting Jesus at the altar whenever possible.

My teachers and preachers praised my spiritual sensitivity, when actually I was scared to death. They didnt realize how their mixed message of fear and love disturbed and confused a young boy who craved acceptance. I was a teenager before it dawned on me that the weekly appeal wasnt aimed at me. Id already been saved. We sang Just as I Am three times because someone else needed salvation. Grace was not an expression of Gods affection, but fire insurance.


Turn or Burn:

The Problem with Fear

The teachers and preachers of my childhood must have thought love, although compelling, was ineffective in reaching the most resistant. Though they always emphasized Gods love, they usually finished their appeals with a threatthose who didnt accept Jesus would spend eternity in hell. Some described this punishment more graphically than others, but all offered the same warningturn or burn.

Jesus and God were presented as partners in a mission to save the world. Jesus was the good cop, gentle and sympathetic, willing to take a bullet for us, appealing to conscience and promising us a reward for doing the right thing. God was the bad cop, standing in the background with his arms folded across his chest, glaring at us. As long as we responded to Jesus, God remained in the shadows. But, should we resist, we were reminded that we wouldnt want Jesus to leave us in the room alone with God. At which point, God would crack his knuckles and scowl.

Fortunately, although the lessons and sermons were often frightening, my teachers and preachers were generally far more gracious than their theology. Mr. Rice patiently tolerated the shenanigans of a dozen restless boys. My parents, though never openly challenging this fear-based theology, spoke of Jesus as a friend and God as a loving father. I had many examples of people transformed by a relationship with God. They encouraged me to seek this God who was seeking me. Soon my experiences with God began to challenge the theology of my childhood.

The longer I was in relationship with God, the less I feared. I experienced a God who was merciful and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love and faithfulnessforgiving iniquity and transgression and sin (Exodus 34:67). I began to appreciate why Jesus claimed God as a loving parent rather than a remote and hostile deity.

When I understood God as a parent, it occurred to me that my relationship with my parents had nothing to do with fear. Those who feared their parents had almost always been abused by them. An abusive God frightening some into submission and eternally torturing others became incredible.

I also discovered how seldom Jesus used fear as a motivator. One of his favorite phrases was Dont be afraid. His appeal was one of good news, not dire consequences. He proclaimed the year of Gods favor, not the coming of Gods wrath. Jesus attracted people with his compassion and his stories of a gracious God, not with warnings of fire and brimstone. Most important, Jesus said his attitude and approach to people represented Gods heart, and because I didnt fear Jesus, I began to trust God.

One day I stumbled across a verse my teachers and preachers had never emphasized: There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love (1 John 4:18). I wasnt completely certain what this meant, but knew I didnt want fear to be part of my relationship with God any longer.

Of course, moving from a theology of fear to one of grace takes time. I wasnt immediately consistent. (And I still struggle.) For many years, I lived in this no-mans-land between fear and grace. I believed in and taught Gods unfailing commitment to love, but held on to theological formulas that called this grace into question. God was good, but hed also demanded Jesuss blood. Jesus loved every person, but someday hed come with sword in hand and destroy many of those people. I often felt the dissonance of these beliefs, but like a battered spouse I thought love and fear unavoidable in a relationship with God.

Though I never adopted a fire-and-brimstone style, when people resisted my pastoral ministry, the threats and warnings of the past came naturally. God was gracious to me, but there were some who seemed appropriate targets for divine wrath. Theological violence, though a last resort, remained an attractive option. Yet whenever I made use of fear, I felt spiritually soiled.


Abandoning fear as a tool of ministry became easier when I saw its ugliness at an evangelical youth rally. Id taken the youth of my church to hear a popular evangelist. The rally was far different from the revivals of my childhoodrock music had replaced hymns, images flashed on large video screens, and young people hit beach balls from one part of the arena to the other. Everything had changed but the message.

The speaker stood and told the same frightening story of sin and death. He announced the same good news of Jesus and his love. He ended with the same threats. He said, Tonight, if you have any doubts about your salvation, if you arent completely certain of where youll spend eternity, and if you think there is even the slightest chance you might be headed for hell, then you need to come to this altar. Not surprisingly, hundreds rushed to the altar in response.

I noticed a disturbing pattern. The young people in our group who went forward were from negligent and abusive families. Those who remained seated came from healthy, loving families. That night I realized how fear manipulates. I recognized how Christianity has preyed on the insecure and anxious. Later I read a report of the rally that claimed four hundred young people had given their lives to Christ. I wondered if what really happened was that four hundred emotionally vulnerable and broken young people were taught to fear God.

When Ive told this story in the past, some have said that even if the initial motivation was fear, any relationship to God is better than none, that the end justifies the means. But what end do we seek? Is the success of our evangelism dependent upon how many people kneel at an altar? Or do we judge our effectiveness by how enduring and healthy a persons relationship with God becomes?

A friend once gave me a video of the Christian play Heavens Gates and Hells Flames. The title set off warning bells, but my friend assured me Id enjoy it. She explained that her teenage daughter, a prodigal whod resisted her mothers religious appeals, had gone to the altar after attending the play. She wanted me to take our youth group to a local production.

The play was appalling. It was a series of vignettes in which persons either accepted or rejected the plan of salvation and were then unexpectedly killed in car accidents or in construction-site disasters. They would arrive at heavens gates, where an angel would look for their names in the Book of Life. Those who were saved were warmly welcomed, while the unsaved were dragged from the gates by cackling demons. Children were ripped from their mothers arms and husbands separated from their sobbing wives, while the cries of the damned went unheeded.

I wasnt surprised my friends daughter responded to the altar call after viewing the plays threats of pain, torture, and separation from her family. Unfortunately, shed heard absolutely nothing
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