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PREFACE






With this book on God, I venture beyond my area of academic specialization. As a Jesus scholar, I have focused my research and writing on the historical study of Jesus and Christian origins, and the implications of such study for Christian theology and life.


But though I am a Jesus scholar and not a God scholar, the subject of God has been with me for a very long time, indeed from long before I was even aware of historical Jesus scholarship. I grew up with God. Ever since, the subject and question of God—devotionally, intellectually, and experientially—has been central. I have been praising God, thinking about God, and yearning for God all of my life.


Thus, though I write about God as a nonspecialist, my interest is neither recent nor peripheral. As a professor of religious studies, I have taught courses about God for almost three decades. As a Jesus scholar, I have found it impossible to say very much about Jesus without also talking about God. Finally, my own Christian journey (from initial belief through doubt and unbelief to rediscovery and reformulation) has centered on the question of God.


This book thus comes out of my own journey, now more than five decades old, of living within the Christian tradition and seeking to make sense of it in a way that is faithful to both biblical and post-biblical traditions.


Because I am a nonspecialist, I do not see this book as a contribution to the scholarly discussion of God but as an accessible exposition of some quite general insights about the importance of how we think about God and image God—about how our concepts and images of God affect not only our notion of the sacred but our understanding of the religious life itself. How we think about God matters.



My perspective is cross-cultural and Christian. On the one hand, I make use of insights drawn from the cross-cultural study of religions—especially what they say about the sacred and experiences of the sacred. On the other hand, I focus especially on what Christianity (and the Bible) says about God. Most of my illustrations come from the Christian tradition, and the book centers on making sense of the Christian tradition by seeing it in a particular way as we move into the third millennium.


This dual perspective flows out of my vocational and existential commitments. The cross-cultural perspective comes from teaching religious studies in the pluralistic and quite secularized settings of a nondenominational private college and a public state university. In such settings, a cross-cultural approach is both natural and appropriate. Such an approach does not privilege any particular religious tradition, and does not depend on religious belief or commitment.


By Christian perspective, I refer to my own religious commitment and orientation. I am a Christian of a nonliteralistic and nonexclusivistic kind. As an Episcopalian, I am involved in the life of the church, living out my relationship to the sacred in a community that uses the language, symbols, and practices of the Christian tradition.


My Christian perspective accounts for this book’s focus on the Christian tradition. It is what I know best. Moreover, most readers of this book are Christians, or on the margin of the church, or living in a culture shaped by Christianity. The book thus centers on the religious tradition with which most of us are best acquainted.


I see this book as an attempt to do Christian theology within the framework of religious pluralism and the cross-cultural study of religion. Given its Christian focus and audience, it is written primarily for Christians but also for anybody interested in listening in on a Christian conversation. The conversation is one that has been going on within myself, with other Christians in the present, and with Christian voices from the past. My own conviction, developed in this book, is that the Christian tradition, understood at a deeper level than what many of us learned, makes persuasive and compelling sense.


I want to acknowledge the particular occasions that contributed to the incubation of this book. Portions of it were delivered as the Collins Lectures at Trinity Episcopal Cathedral in Portland, Oregon, in March 1995, and I wish to thank Mary Beth Collins and the Collins Foundation for supporting these lectures. I wish also to thank the Pacific Center for Spiritual Formation and Francis Geddes for inviting me to treat the subject of God at Wellspring Renewal Center in Mendocino County, California, in the summer of 1995. In addition, I wish to thank Father Gordon McBride and Grace—St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in Tucson, Arizona, for inviting me to do a lecture series on God in November of 1996.


I also wish to thank my graduate assistant, Mary Streufert, for her very able and helpful assistance with this project. She is soon to have her first baby and will then move on to a different institution for doctoral work. I will miss her.













INTRODUCTION


MEETING GOD AGAIN FOR THE FIRST TIME






This book about “the God we never knew” describes an understanding of God—or “the sacred” or “Spirit,” terms that I use synonymously and interchangeably—that is very ancient as well as particularly suited to our own time. It is grounded in experience, my own and the experience of others throughout the centuries, and integrated with the biblical and Christian tradition. Though quite unlike the understanding of God that I acquired growing up in the church, it is not “new” but is consistent with the theological tradition of Christianity.


I suppose the title of this book could be “The God I Never Knew,” for it is to a considerable extent my own story. In it, I describe a way of thinking about God and living with God that I never knew as a child and young person, despite the fact that I grew up as a Christian.


I did not “see” this way of thinking about God and the religious life until I was in my thirties. I do not know the full explanation of why it took me so long. I may be slow-witted. But a major reason is that the notion of God I received as a child stood in the way. Because of my Christian upbringing, I thought I knew what the word God meant: a supernatural being “out there” who created the world a long time ago and had occasionally intervened in the aeons since, especially in the events recorded in the Bible. God was not “here” but “somewhere else.” And someday, after death, we might be with God, provided that we had done or believed whatever was necessary to pass the final judgment.


My childhood notion of God, with refinements, persisted for about three decades. In childhood, I believed in this notion of God without difficulty; in my early teens, I began to have doubts about it; in my twenties, the doubts became disbelief; but through this whole process, the same notion of God persisted. It was what I believed and then disbelieved. Compared to that notion of God, the God I have come to know since is the God I never knew.


But I call this book “The God We Never Knew” because I do not think my experience was unique. Rather, many people in our time have experienced similar problems with the understanding of God they received as children growing up in a religious tradition.


As the twentieth century and the second Christian millennium draw to a close, an older way of understanding Christianity that nourished (and sometimes haunted) the lives of millions of people for over a thousand years has ceased to be persuasive to many in our time. More specifically, over the last thirty to forty years, an older way of thinking about God (and the Bible, Jesus, and Christianity itself) has ceased to be compelling to many Christians, especially those who are the natural constituency of mainline churches.


This older way was the “popular-level Christianity” of a previous generation.1 In harder and softer forms, it was doctrinal, moralistic, literalistic, exclusivistic, and oriented toward an afterlife. In its view, being Christian meant believing that a certain set of doctrinal claims were true, and it meant seeking to live in accord with Christianity’s ethical teaching. It tended to take the Bible and doctrine literally, unless there were compelling reasons not to. It typically affirmed that Christianity was the only way of salvation. And it defined salvation as “afterlife”—as going to heaven. Basically, then, Christianity was about believing in central Christian teachings now for the sake of heaven later.


This older way of understanding Christianity still worked for many of our parents and grandparents. But in the last half of the twentieth century, it has become less and less credible to many people, including many who are mainline Christians. Though fundamentalist and conservative Christians speak about this older understanding of God and the Bible with great confidence, what they have to say makes little sense to many of us. There are millions of people—within the church and the church alumni association, as well as some who have never been part of a church—for whom this older understanding of God and Christianity does not work.



For these, the chief obstacle to being a wholehearted Christian is thus intellectual: the tradition in the form in which they learned it doesn’t make sense to them anymore. My own conviction, developed in this book, is the opposite: the Christian tradition, understood at a deeper level, makes persuasive and compelling sense. It is especially for people struggling with this issue that this book is written.


At the center of the book is God. I am persuaded that there is a lot of uncertainty and confusion about God in our culture and among our churches. Public opinion polls typically report that 95 percent of Americans say that they believe in God, an amazing percentage.2 This might suggest considerable confidence in the reality of God, rather than uncertainty.


But the percentage conceals as much as it discloses. In his important study of the religious life of the “boomer” generation, Wade Roof notes that the high percentage glosses over “differences both in conceptions of God and in conviction” and that “recent studies indicate, for example, that levels of doubt and disbelief are often greater than the polls would suggest.”3 He then reports that among the boomer generation, 50 percent of high school graduates and 65 percent of those with postgraduate education sometimes doubt the existence of God.4


Uncertainty about God is particularly a problem among mainline Christians and churches. As everybody knows, mainline denominations have suffered a major decline in membership over the last thirty years. The causes are complex, but among the most important is doubt about the reality of God. Conservative churches have done relatively well in part because of their strong convictions about God, reflected not only in their preaching and teaching but also in their worship. In many mainline churches, on the other hand, there is a “Don’t ask, don’t tell” approach to the question of God, as C. Kirk Hadaway and David A. Roozen note in their recent study.5 Importantly, they also report that some mainline congregations have been growing and that what they all have in common is this: they take God seriously. Congregations that are full of God are full of people.6 The converse also seems to be true: churches that are uncertain about God will soon find their pews empty of people.


At the same time that many people are finding the Christianity of their childhood to be problematic, our culture is experiencing a surge of religious and spiritual interest. New Age movements, megachurches, the popularity of public television series on Joseph Campbell, Huston Smith, and Genesis, and the best-seller lists all disclose a large appetite for God and the spiritual life. Thus people remain interested in God, at the same time that many are finding unconvincing the beliefs that were once taken for granted by almost everybody in Western culture.


Hence this book about God. It is simultaneously autobiographical, theological, biblical, and experiential. Though it focuses on God, it also looks at much of what is central to the Christian life, including not only concepts and images of God but also Jesus, spirituality, social vision, and salvation. It has three parts: thinking about God, imaging God, and living with God.


It takes seriously several features of contemporary culture, including our culture’s growing secularization of consciousness, which makes many people suspicious of religion as a set of doctrinal claims about the way things are. It also takes seriously our growing awareness of religious pluralism, which makes us suspicious of the claim that any one tradition is the only way. And it takes seriously the turn to experience that marks the spirituality of many in the modern world: what I come to know in my own experience can be trusted to be true in a way that what we learned secondhand from tradition cannot be trusted.


To provide an overview, Part One (Chapters One and Two) treats the issue of how we think about God. The premise of Part One (and to some extent of the book as a whole) is simple: how we think about God matters. It affects the credibility of religion in general and of Christianity in particular. Our concept of God can make God seem real or unreal, just as it can also make God seem remote or near.


How we think about God matters for a second reason as well. Because there is a close connection between images of God and images of the religious life, how we think about God affects how we see the religious life.




	Is the religious life focused on this life or the next (and if both, then in what proportion)?


	Is it about meeting God’s requirements, whether they are many or few? Or about living by grace in a place beyond the dynamic of requirements?


	Does it lead to a preoccupation with our own salvation and goodness (or lack thereof)? Or to liberation from self-preoccupation?



	Does it result in an emphasis on righteousness and boundary drawing? Or is the emphasis on compassion and an inclusive social (and even ecological) vision?


	Is it about believing in a supernatural being “out there” or about being in relationship with a sacred reality “right here”?




I begin autobiographically, describing the understanding of God and Christianity I received as a child growing up in the church and then the “revisioning” of the Christian tradition that has occurred in my adult life. In particular, I argue that a “panentheistic” concept of God offers the most adequate way of thinking about the sacred; in this concept, the sacred is “right here” as well as “the beyond” that encompasses everything. This way of thinking about God, I claim, is not only faithful to the biblical and Christian tradition but also makes the most sense of our experience. For there is much in our experience—of nature, human love, mystery, wonder, amazement—that conveys the reality of the sacred, a surpassingly great “more” that we know in exceptional moments. Many of us experience life as permeated and surrounded by a gracious mystery, a surplus of being that transcends understanding, and when we come to know that mystery as God, our faith becomes full of meaning and vitality. I include descriptions of varieties of religious experiences that point to the reality of the sacred.


Part Two (Chapters Three and Four) treats how we image God. Chapter Three explores a variety of biblical images of God and their effects on images of ourselves and of the religious life. In particular, I analyze the effects of the monarchical model or image of God (God as king, lawgiver, and judge) on Christian understandings of the religious life, nature, politics, and gender, and then look at the very different effects of alternative images of God in the biblical tradition. Chapter Four treats the role of Jesus in the Christian tradition as “the image of the invisible God.” Here, I speak about both the historical Jesus and the canonical Jesus as disclosures of the sacred, as images of the invisible God.


Part Three (Chapters Five through Seven) concerns living with God. That is, if we accept the understandings of God and the religious life developed in Parts One and Two, what is life with God like? Chapter Five describes spirituality and a variety of spiritual practices as ways of “opening the heart” to God and nourishing the relationship with God. Chapter Six, “The Dream of God,” underlines the communal and political dimensions of the biblical tradition and argues that the Christian life as it matures will increasingly be captivated by and committed to an alternative social vision. Finally, in Chapter Seven, I describe a wide range of biblical images of salvation. Although I look at the question of an afterlife, I argue that the primary meanings of salvation have to do with our lives this side of death.


Thus, in addition to being centrally about God, this book is to some extent a Christian “primer”—an introduction to what seem to me to be the central elements of the Christian life as a life of relationship to the sacred.


To return to the cultural climate in which this book is written, I note that it is almost exactly two hundred years ago, in 1799, that a brilliant young German theologian named Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) wrote a book that is often cited as the fountainhead of modern Christian theology?7 He addressed it to “the cultured despisers of religion.” That is a harsh-sounding phrase, but Schleiermacher meant nothing insulting by it. He was referring to the educated elite of his time, a small minority whose thinking had been shaped by the emerging worldview of the Enlightenment, that revolution in Western intellectual history that generated the modern era. Scientific ways of knowing were beginning to replace sacred tradition and divine authority as the basis of knowledge.


In our time, most of us in the Western world have become “cultured despisers of religion,” whether we know it or not. What belonged only to the educated elites two hundred years ago has become the widespread modern worldview—the taken-for-granted assumptions of our culture about what is real and what life is about.


Some of us resist the impact of the modern worldview by becoming fundamentalists, insisting on the truthfulness of premodern Christian ways of seeing things in spite of their conflicts with modern knowledge. Indeed, this very conflict prompted the birth of fundamentalism.8


Others of us seek to add the notion of God to the modern worldview. To an essentially Newtonian view of the universe as a gigantic machine, made up of tiny bits and pieces of “stuff” all operating in accord with natural laws, we add a notion of God as a supernatural being who created the whole but who is essentially outside the process, except for the rather extraordinary interventions recorded in the biblical tradition.9 But this notion of God and God’s relationship to the universe makes God distant. Most of the time, God is uninvolved and not here.


Others give up on the notion of God. For some, this happens consciously, because the notion of God begins to seem incredible and incapable of substantiation. For others, letting go of the notion of God is more functional than consciously thought out. God becomes largely irrelevant. The notion of God in fact plays no major role in their lives although they may agree in opinion polls that “God exists.” They are practical atheists.


And still others seek to take seriously what the Christian tradition and other religious traditions say about God or the sacred, even as they also take seriously what we have come to know in the modern period, but without absolutizing it. They seek to integrate Christianity with modern and postmodern perceptions, producing a revisioning of Christianity. This is the path to which my own experience has led me, and this is what this book is about.


Almost a century ago, William James, in his classic The Varieties of Religious Experience,10 distinguished between firsthand religious experience and secondhand religion. In this book, I seek to help readers make the transition from believing in (or rejecting) secondhand religion to experiencing firsthand a relationship with the sacred. It is both an invitation to a life with God and a guidebook to the central elements of the Christian vision of such a life.


Notes


1. By “popular-level Christianity,” I mean simply the Christianity of most Christians (and nothing negative at all).


2. In comparison, Karen Armstrong, author of A History of God (New York: Knopf, 1994), reports that the figure for England is only 35 percent.


3. Wade Roof, A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the Baby Boom Generation (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), pp. 71–72.


4. Roof, Generation of Seekers, p. 73.


5. C. Kirk Hadaway and David A. Roozen, Rerouting the Protestant Mainstream (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1995), pp. 76–77.


6. Hadaway and Roozen, Rerouting the Protestant Mainstream, p. 86; see also pp. 82–89, 129–31.


7. Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, ed. Richard Crouter (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1988). Crouter provides a useful introduction to Schleiermacher as well as to this work. Though Schleiermacher’s greatest influence has been in mainline Protestant theology, he has also affected Catholic theology.



8. Fundamentalism as a conscious and deliberate insistence on the literal and historical factuality of Scripture came into existence early in the twentieth century. Rather than being “traditional Christianity,” it is a modern reaction to the worldview of the Enlightenment. I agree with its rejection of the modern worldview as an absolute, but I cannot agree with its attempt to establish the Bible as a source of divinely guaranteed factual knowledge.


9. Named after Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727), the modern worldview and its effects will be discussed further in Chapter One.


10. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, ed. and intro. by Martin Marty (New York: Penguin, 1982); originally published in 1902.












PART 1


THINKING ABOUT GOD













CHAPTER 1


THINKING ABOUT GOD:


THE GOD I MET THE FIRST TIME






How are we to think of God? Some intellectual questions may not matter much, but this one has major consequences. What is our concept of God (or the sacred, or Spirit, terms that I use interchangeably)? By “concept of God,” I simply mean what we have in mind when we use the word God. All of us have some concept of God, whether vague or precise and whether we are believers or nonbelievers.


My central claim is very direct: our concept of God matters.1 It can make God seem credible or incredible, plausible or highly improbable. It can also make God seem distant or near, absent or present. How we conceptualize God also affects our sense of what the Christian life is about. Is the Christian life centrally about believing, or is it about a relationship? Is it about believing in God as a supernatural being separate from the universe or about a relationship to the Spirit who is right here and all around us? Is it about believing in a God “out there” or about a relationship with a God who is right here?


In this chapter, I will introduce two different “root concepts” for thinking about God. Both are found in the Bible and the Christian tradition. They are fundamentally different. The first conceptualizes God as a supernatural being “out there,” separate from the world, who created the world a long time ago and who may from time to time intervene within it. In an important sense, this God is not “here” and thus cannot be known or experienced but only believed in (which, within the logic of this concept, is what “faith” is about). I will call this way of thinking about God “supernatural theism.” Widespread within Christianity, it is perhaps what a majority of people (both believers and nonbelievers) think of when they think of God. Some accept the existence of such a being, and some reject it. But it is the notion of God as a supernatural being “out there” that is being accepted or rejected.


The second root concept of God in the Christian tradition thinks of God quite differently. God is the encompassing Spirit; we (and everything that is) are in God. For this concept, God is not a supernatural being separate from the universe; rather, God (the sacred, Spirit) is a nonmaterial layer or level or dimension of reality all around us. God is more than the universe, yet the universe is in God. Thus, in a spatial sense, God is not “somewhere else” but “right here.” I will call this concept of God “panentheism.”2 This way of thinking about God is found among many of the most important voices in the Christian theological tradition.


Both concepts of God have nourished Christian lives through the centuries. For most of that time, the majority of Christians thought of God within the framework of supernatural theism. There is nothing wrong with this. Thinking of God as a supernatural being “out there” is the natural inference from many biblical passages, as well as the natural language of worship and devotion. And for most Christians until recently, this posed no serious problem. But in our time, thinking of God as a supernatural being “out there” has become an obstacle for many. It can make the reality of God seem doubtful, and it can make God seem very far away. And many people are not aware that there is a second root concept of God within the Christian tradition—namely, panentheism.


So it was for me. Though I did not know about panentheism as another Christian option for thinking about God until I was in my thirties, it has since become of utmost importance. It resolved the central religious and intellectual problem of the first three decades of my life. Indeed, becoming aware of panentheism made it possible for me to be a Christian again. The story of my own Christian and spiritual journey thus involves the movement from supernatural theism through doubt and disbelief to panentheism. The God I have met as an adult is the God I never knew growing up in the church.



GROWING UP CHRISTIAN


My own story of how I met God the first time begins in a Lutheran church in a small town in northeastern North Dakota in the 1940s.3 There I received a way of thinking about God that for a long time shaped what I thought being a Christian meant.4


God and church were important in my town of 1,400 people. Most of us were Lutherans or Catholics. A few belonged to Episcopal, Baptist, and Federated congregations. But I can’t recall knowing anybody who wasn’t a member of a church. In this sense, the small-town world of my childhood was still the world of Christendom: everybody was Christian.


My earliest memories of God are associated with Our Savior’s Lutheran Church. It was a white wood-frame building, with the sanctuary on the main floor and Sunday school rooms in the basement, where church suppers were also held. We attended every Sunday, and my parents were among the lay pillars of the congregation. My siblings, already in high school when I was a preschooler, sang in the choir.


Many of my early memories of God are connected with the music of our worship services. Each Sunday, we sang “Holy, Holy, Holy” as the opening hymn. Its verses created a vivid sense of two realities, God in heaven and us on earth.


Its first verse spoke of us here on earth “early in the morning” gathered for worship of the thrice-holy three-personed God:




Holy, holy, holy, Lord God almighty,


Early in the morning our song shall rise to thee;


Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty,


God in three persons, blessed Trinity.




In the second verse, we were taken to heaven, where those who had died joined heavenly beings in adoration of God:




Holy, holy, holy, all the saints adore Thee,


Casting down their golden crowns around the glassy sea;


Cherubim and seraphim falling down before Thee,


Which wert, and art, and evermore shall be.




Its third verse spoke of why we on earth did not see God:





Holy, holy, holy, though the darkness hide Thee,


Though the eye of sinful man thy glory may not see;


Only thou art holy; there is none beside Thee,


Perfect in power, in love and purity.




The contrast between us and God’s holiness, power, love, and purity was strong; seeing with “the eye of sinful man,” we lived in a darkness of our own making.


Almost as frequently we sang the great seventeenth-century German Lutheran hymn of praise extolling God as lord and king:




Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation!


O my soul, praise Him, for He is thy health and salvation!


All ye who hear,


Now to His temple draw near,


Join me in glad adoration.




The hymn that we sang as the collection plates were brought forward combined thanksgiving and gratitude:




Now thank we all our God,


With heart and hands and voices.


Who wondrous things hath done,


In whom His world rejoices.


Who from our mother’s arms


Hath blessed us on our way


With countless gifts of love,


And still is ours today.




The most solemn moment for me each Sunday morning was provided by a short piece of music sung by the choir:




The Lord is in his holy temple;


Let all the earth keep silence before him.




I do not know why these words, and the somber mood in which they were sung, so affected me. I only know that they did.


Our celebrations of Christmas and Easter created a strong association in my mind between God and the wondrous. Christmas was filled with wonders: the special star, the wise men, the holy birth in the stable, the angels singing to the shepherds. I recall one Christmas Eve when as the sun was setting, I thought that maybe if I looked really hard, I would see the Star of Bethlehem.



The music of Christmas was magic:




Joy to the world, the Lord is come!


Let earth receive her king!


O little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie…


From heaven above to earth I come!


Silent night, holy night; all is calm, all is bright…


Hark the herald angels sing, glory to the newborn king!




My favorite was a solo my sister sang: “O holy night, the stars are brightly shining; it is the night of our dear Savior’s birth.”


Easter also had its wonders: the empty tomb, the angels, Jesus appearing to his startled followers. “Christ the Lord is risen today,” we sang with as much volume as our Scandinavian hearts could manage. And as we sang “Up from the grave he arose,” our voices ascended the musical scale as the body of Jesus rose from the dead. God and the wondrous went hand in hand.


I don’t remember being taught very much about God in Sunday school, though God was the presupposition of everything we learned. We memorized Bible verses because they were the Word of God. We learned the Ten Commandments because they were the law of God. We heard about the people of ancient Israel because of their covenant with God and about Jesus because he was the Son of God. Everything revolved around God.


GOD “OUT THERE”


Central to the story of how I met God the first time is my earliest visual image of God, which goes back to preschool days. When I thought of God, I thought of Pastor Thorson, the pastor of our church. He had gray hair (rather wavy, as I recall). He wore a simple black robe (our branch of Lutheranism rejected clergy ornamentation such as stoles and vestments). I remember him as a big man; I was thus startled about a year ago when I saw an old photo of him with our family. He was in fact a relatively small man, shorter than my mother and sisters.


But he was my earliest visualization of God. When I prayed, I visualized Pastor Thorson’s face. I knew, of course, that he wasn’t God; even as a preschooler, I would have said, “No,” if someone had asked me if he were. But when I thought about God or prayed to God, I “saw” Pastor Thorson.


My visual image of God as Pastor Thorson provided the central ingredient for the “supernatural theism” of my childhood. It was an anthropomorphic (humanlike) image of God. I thought of God as a “person,” just as Pastor Thorson was a person. To be sure, God was a remarkable kind of person. Unlike us, God was spirit and not flesh and was all-knowing, all-seeing, and all-powerful. Nevertheless, God was a “person,” and to me that meant that God was a being separate from the world. Pastor Thorson, of course, was also male, although this didn’t seem significant at the time. But it added to the picture: for me as a child, God was a malelike celestial being “out there”—the familiar “old man in the sky.”


Much of what I heard in church was consistent with my visualization of God as Pastor Thorson. In words repeated every Sunday, I heard that God was “up in heaven.” In the Lord’s Prayer, we prayed, “Our father who art in heaven.” In the Apostles’ Creed, we declared our belief that Jesus ascended into heaven in order to sit at God’s right hand. Heaven was where God was.


I also heard something about God that didn’t fit this image. Namely, I heard (though not as often) that God was everywhere, or omnipresent. When I was very young, I didn’t experience any tension between thinking of God as a supernatural being up in heaven and thinking of God as everywhere. But one day—I think I was in fourth grade—I remember wondering how this could be. How could God be everywhere present and also be up in heaven? I couldn’t imagine how a person (even a supernatural person) could be everywhere. I resolved this theological conundrum by deciding that God was really up in heaven and thus not really everywhere.


But now I was puzzled about what God’s omnipresence might mean. Over time, I began to understand it in two ways. First, I thought that maybe omnipresence meant that God “from heaven” could see everywhere. I thus saw God’s omnipresence as a form of God’s omniscience: God knew what was happening everywhere. God became the big eye in the sky. God knew everything we did. In this respect, God was like one of the quite secularized saints about whom we sang:




He sees you when you’re sleeping,


He knows when you’re awake;



He knows when you’ve been bad or good,


So be good for goodness’ sake.




Second, I thought that perhaps omnipresence might mean that God could decide to be anywhere. I thus reduced God’s omnipresence to God’s ability to be anywhere God chose to be, including right here. But most of the time, God was not here; God was “out there.” Supernatural theism—the notion of God as a supernatural personal being separate from the world—had won out.


GOD THE FINGER-SHAKER


Pastor Thorson shaped my childhood image of God in yet another way. He was a finger-shaker. I am not speaking metaphorically but literally: he actually shook his finger at us as he preached. Sometimes he even shook his finger while pronouncing the forgiveness of sins:




Almighty God, our heavenly Father, hath had mercy upon us, and hath given His only Son to die for us, and for His sake forgiveth us all our sins.5




Those words, accompanied by a chastising finger, carried a message: though told we were forgiven, we knew it was a close call.


The memory of my childhood image of God as a finger-shaker intrigued me. I wondered how many other people received an image of God as a finger-shaker, metaphorically if not literally. I also realized how exactly this image of God fit the understanding of Christianity that had emerged in my childhood: God had requirements, and Christianity was about how to meet those requirements. The finger-shaking God was God the lawgiver and judge. Pastor Thorson’s unadorned black robe drove the point home: Who else in our experience wears a plain black robe? Moreover, God as the big eye in the sky and God the finger-shaker went together very well: as all-knowing, God the lawgiver and judge knew everything we thought or did. But we could be saved by being Christian—that was the requirement.


MY END-OF-CHILDHOOD PACKAGE


By the end of childhood, my image of God—as a supernatural being who was a finger-shaker—was part of a larger “package understanding” of Christianity. My image of God and my image of Christianity went together. The larger package was a version of the popular Christianity of a previous generation mentioned in the introduction to this book. In my own package, formed in my mind by the age of twelve or so, seven elements were central: God, the Bible, us, Jesus, the way of salvation, faith, the afterlife.




	God. God was foundational, of course. My model of God was supernaturalist and interventionist. God was “out there,” had created the universe a long time ago, and now watched over it. Occasionally, God intervened in the world, especially in the events reported in the Bible.


	The Bible. The Bible was a divine product. As the inspired Word of God, it came from God as no other book did. It told us what God wanted us to believe and how to live. It was the ultimate authority for both faith and morals.


	Us. Though created in the image of God and loved by God, we were sinners because of our disobedience. Sinful and guilty, we deserved punishment. But God had provided a solution, and this was where Jesus fit in.


	Jesus. As God’s only son, Jesus was the means of our salvation. Born of a virgin and being both human and divine, he was also sinless. He died for us, and his death was the sacrifice that made forgiveness of our sins possible.


	The way of salvation. Faith in Jesus was the only way of salvation, which made Christianity the only way. This left a lot of people out, but that’s why we had missionaries: to reach the millions of souls who were perishing, lost in the shades of night.


	Faith. Faith meant strong and correct belief. It meant believing what God wanted us to believe, as disclosed in the Bible. Faith as strong belief meant that doubt was the opposite of faith. Faith as correct belief meant believing the right things. For me, that meant believing as we Lutherans believed. This also left a lot of people out.6


	The afterlife. Heaven and hell were central. Salvation meant going to heaven, but some people would go to hell. So fundamental was this notion that if somebody had been able to convince me at age ten or twelve that there was no afterlife, I wouldn’t have had any idea why one should be a Christian. It was all about going to heaven.




In a sentence, the image of Christianity I internalized as a child was “Believe now, for the sake of heaven later.” I took it for granted that this was the meaning of biblical passages such as “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved,”7 or the last line of John 3.16, perhaps the best known verse in the New Testament: “Whosoever believes in Jesus will have eternal life.” The concluding words of the absolution of sins pronounced by Pastor Thorson each Sunday morning underlined the point: “He that believes and is baptized shall be saved.” Christianity was about believing in God and Jesus in order to go to heaven.


I recognize that my childhood package has distinctively Lutheran elements in it, especially the emphasis given to faith and to faith as correct belief. Yet I have found that many Christians from other denominations also recognize the package. With slight variations, it is the understanding of Christianity that many of us—whether Protestant, Catholic, or Orthodox—internalized as children.


Its two central elements are the same two that dominated my religious thinking during childhood: the God of supernatural theism (God “out there”) and the God of requirements (God the “finger-shaker”). I thought of God as “somewhere else” (not here), salvation as “sometime else” (not now), and that there was something one had to do in order to be saved (that is, to go to heaven). Minimally, one had to be a Christian—that seemed clear. But was that really enough? Was it enough simply to be a Christian through baptism? And so it seemed important to be a “good Christian,” whatever that might mean.


This combination—the God of supernatural theism and the God of requirements—thus generated an image of Christianity as a religion of meeting requirements now for the sake of eternal rewards later. There were different opinions about what those requirements were and whether they were many or few. But requirements there were, and a reward there would be. We were to be judged, whether by a weighing of our deeds, the integrity of our repentance, an assessment of our faith, or some combination; and on that judgment, our eternal destiny would depend.


Because this image of God and the Christian life was presented to me as divine revelation of the way things are, it went much deeper into my psyche than much of what I learned as a child. But this package understanding of Christianity began to come apart as I grew beyond childhood, as it did for many who grew up in the church.


GROWING UP IN THE ENLIGHTENMENT


For me, it came apart because of a collision between two worldviews. A worldview is a culture
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