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When you are grown up I hope you read all my books.
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Chapter 1

The Bible’s True Purpose





Oh Good. Another Book on the Bible.

To clear the air, let me just put this out there. I am a left-brained academic of German heritage with control issues and marginal social skills. I’m leaving out a few steps, including hours of therapy and self-help seminars, but since I fear you might be losing interest already, let me get to my point.

I’ve been studying, teaching, and writing about the Bible since the Reagan administration, and—funny thing—I’ve noticed the same questions keep coming up, not only for me but for plenty others, like:

What is the Bible, exactly?

Who cares?

What do I do with it?

and especially:

How does this ancient, distant, and odd book work for people who look to it today for spiritual guidance?

These questions keep coming up because they are not easy to answer. They mean a lot to me, though. They drive what I do.

My last two books lay out common beliefs many Christians have about the Bible that are actually wrong, are not at all biblical, and cause all sorts of spiritual problems. In The Bible Tells Me So, I look specifically at the mistaken belief that the Bible is something like a divine instructional manual, a rulebook, so to speak—just follow the instructions as printed and you’re good to go. In the follow-up book, The Sin of Certainty, I look at a related mistaken notion, namely, the idea that having strong faith is the same thing as feeling certain that the beliefs we hold are correct, and thus periods of doubt or spiritual struggle reveal a weak faith.

When we come to the Bible expecting it to be an instructional manual intended by God to give us unwavering, cement-hard certainty about our faith, we are actually creating problems for ourselves, because—as I’ve come to see—the Bible wasn’t designed to meet that expectation. In other words, the “problems” we encounter when reading the Bible are really problems we create for ourselves when we harbor the misguided expectation that the Bible is designed primarily to provide clear answers.

Starting with these mistaken notions causes the whole Christian enterprise to go off course. It causes anxiety and stress about following the Bible’s fine print as if it were the “Terms and Conditions” for your latest Apple download, whereas Jesus promises rest to weary pilgrims. And all that stress about needing the Bible to provide certainty about God, life, and the universe is rich soil for cultivating a defensive attitude about our beliefs and therefore an angry and combative posture toward those who see things differently—just another thing to argue about on Facebook, like politics, sports, or who should have won the Oscar.

And maybe that’s why a faith that celebrates someone known for his radical agenda of loving one’s enemies and turning the other cheek has a public image, according to a number of opinion polls, for being judgmental, condescending, and nasty.

So that’s what the other two books are about, and I can’t recommend them highly enough. In this book, however, I want to focus not on mistaken beliefs about the Bible and the problems those beliefs cause. Instead, I want to look more closely at the how the Bible actually works. I want to explore how I think God intended the Bible to be used and so to find deeper spiritual benefit in its pages.

Of course, I don’t for one minute claim to know what God actually “intends” about anything. I’m not a televangelist or cult leader, claiming special access to the Creator that the rest need to pay for. All I’m going on is what I see the Bible doing, how it behaves when I pay attention to the words in front of me. And when I do that, I see some pretty conspicuous characteristics—three, to be exact—that are not tucked away in a few corners of the Bible, but that are baked into its pages, though they don’t always get the airtime they deserve, since they wreak havoc with the aforementioned view that the Bible is a source book for certainty in matters of faith.

Three Surprising Things That Make the Bible Worth Reading

This might be a good time to tell you what these three conspicuous yet often suppressed characteristics of the Bible are: the Bible is ancient, ambiguous, and diverse.

That might sound a bit obscure. I don’t blame anyone for expecting me to have used words like holy, perfect, and clear—terms more worthy of the Bible. And those words are fine, I suppose, but not if they paper over how the Bible actually works.

The spiritual disconnection many feel today stems precisely from expecting (or being told to expect) the Bible to be holy, perfect, and clear, when in fact after reading it they find it to be morally suspect, out of touch, confusing, and just plain weird. And they are further told that anything they come across while reading the Bible that threatens this lofty view is either actually no big deal or unfortunate evidence of their own poor reading skills, and neither should get in the way of said lofty view. (Denying the obvious is a great way to create a stressful life for yourself.)

But these three characteristics—ancient, ambiguous, and diverse—are not rough patches along the way that we need to “deal with,” so we can get on with the important matter of reading the Bible properly. They are, rather, what make the Bible worth reading at all.

They are not hiding but on full display. They are not obstacles to faith, but characteristics that, if we allow them to chart our course, will let us come to know the Bible in new and spiritually refreshing ways. By embracing these characteristics, we will find a Bible that:

Challenges and cheers us on as we walk our own difficult path of faith;

Doesn’t close windows and lock doors to keep us in, but invites us to risk, to venture forth beyond what is familiar to us, and to seek God directly;

Gently urges us to see through and past the words on the page to what God is up to right here and now;

Encourages and helps us to step out and find God for ourselves.

So what of these three conspicuous yet often suppressed characteristics of the Bible? To say the Bible is ancient might seem mundane and unnecessary to point out, but I find the opposite is true. The Bible, because it is a constant companion of faith, is often thought of as “God’s personal love letter to me” or the like. But that familiarity risks obscuring how old the Bible really is.

We are as distant from the time of King David (three thousand years ago, about 1000 BCE) as we are from the far distant future time of 5000 CE. Go back another thousand years earlier if you want to start at the time of Israel’s most ancient ancestors, Abraham and Sarah. On one level, when we read the Bible, we need to bridge that distance, which is fine, but we still need to respect that distance. Otherwise the Bible can become too familiar, too much like us—too comfortable.

We can open the Bible almost at random and begin reading, and it won’t take long before we see how deeply embedded the Bible is in this distant and utterly foreign world. In fact, any decent study Bible (a Bible that comes with explanatory footnotes) will point that out by the time we get through the first two sentences of the Bible (Gen. 1:1–2). The ancient writer describes the “beginning” not as a “nothing” or a “singularity,” as cosmologists call the pre–big bang state, but as a dark primordial chaos, called the deep, which is something like a threatening vast cosmic ocean that God has to tame.

And that sounds weird—which is my point.

If we’re paying attention, turning a blind eye to the Bible’s ancientness cannot be sustained for long; the distance between now and then needs to be respected as a key character trait of the Bible we have. The writers of the Bible lived long ago and far away, intent on asking their questions and seeking their answers, oblivious to our own questions and concerns. Now this may seem as if the Bible is locked forever in its ancient moment, but that is most definitely not true.

As we will see, the Bible’s antiquity shows us the need to ponder God anew in our here and now. Indeed, it gives us permission to do so.

And that’s nothing new. As we will see later in the book, Jews and Christians throughout history have always known that this ancient Bible cannot simply be “followed” like a recipe. It takes creative imagination to bridge the ancient and modern horizons. And, as we will see in due course, that process is already happening—I can’t stress this enough—within the pages of the Bible itself. So instead of trying to pretend this time gap between our day and biblical times doesn’t exist, we should embrace this characteristic and let it chart our path.

By ambiguous I mean that the Bible, perhaps surprisingly, doesn’t actually lay out for anyone what to do or think—or it does so far less often than we have been led to believe. When it comes to the details of what it means to live a life of faith, the Bible doesn’t hand out answers just because we are pounding at the door.

Rather, when reading the Bible for spiritual guidance, we find we are usually left to work things out for ourselves at the end of the day. This isn’t a drawback or a problem. This is by design. And the thing is, the need to work things out has always been the case, ever since there has been a Bible. So instead of being fed up and frustrated with a Bible that refuses to tell us clearly what to do, maybe we should step back and ask why this is so and what benefit we might derive from it.

And the Bible is diverse—meaning it does not speak with one voice on most subjects, but conflicting and contradictory voices. It may feel shocking or disloyal to speak of the Bible this way, but the diversity is actually hard to miss, especially if we read large sections of the Bible in one sitting.

This diversity exists for one simple reason: the Bible was written by various writers who lived at different times, in different places, and under different circumstances and who wrote for different purposes. Their writings demonstrate to us with blinding clarity that they were human beings like us whose perceptions of God and their world were shaped by who they were and when they lived. People of faith have walked this same spiritual path ever since.

So instead of going though painful intellectual contortions pretending this diversity does not exist in the Bible, we should ask why there is so much of it and how this might actually be good news for us.

I don’t mean to start off by giving the wrong impression. It might appear that by speaking of an ancient, ambiguous, and diverse Bible I am aiming to focus on what’s wrong with the Bible, to point out problems that ought to be overcome, avoided, or at least minimized. But I hope it’s clear that my intention is the exact opposite.

I believe that God knows best what sort of sacred writing we need. And these three characteristic ways the Bible behaves, rather than posing problems to be overcome, are telling us something about how the Bible actually works and therefore what the Bible’s true purpose is—and the need to align our expectations with it.

God’s Plan A: Wisdom

What, then, is the Bible’s true purpose when we take seriously its antiquity, ambiguity, and diversity? And with that question we are getting to the main point of this book.

Rather than providing us with information to be downloaded, the Bible holds out for us an invitation to join an ancient, well-traveled, and sacred quest to know God, the world we live in, and our place in it. Not abstractly, but intimately and experientially.

A quest—meaning this is going to take some time and effort. No “Have a Great Spiritual Life in Five Easy Steps!” pamphlet. The Bible isn’t just going to hand us the goods.

I’m not suggesting that the Bible doesn’t provide us with any information to enlighten and inspire us or any answers to help mark our path. It does, and I trust that will become clear enough as we move along. I only mean that it also provides us with another kind of information that (appreciate the irony) shows us that “providing information” and “giving answers” is not the Bible’s true purpose.

After all, if the Bible’s true purpose were to provide us with rulebook information about what God is like and what God wants from us, then why can the Bible be so easily used to:

Justify both slavery and its abolition?

Justify both keeping women subordinate to men and fully emancipating them?

Justify violence against one’s enemies and condemn it?

Justify political power and denounce it?

Both sides of these (and many other) issues have been embraced with uncompromising passion throughout the course of history by real people, convinced they were simply following the Bible’s “clear teaching.” But if polar opposite positions can keep claiming the Bible’s support, then perhaps providing “clear teaching” might not be what scripture is prepared to do. Just throwing that out there.

The Bible, it seems to me, was never intended to work as a step-by-step instructional manual. Rather, it presents us with an invitation to explore. Or better, the Bible, simply by being its ancient, ambiguous, and diverse self, blocks us from the simple path of seeking from it clear answers and rather herds us toward a more subtle, interesting, and above all sacred quest.

That quest is summed up in one beautiful, deep, too often neglected, but absolutely central and liberating biblical idea that shapes everything I have to say in this book: wisdom.

Wisdom isn’t some secret key available only to an elite few, but the exact opposite. Wisdom is a gift from God, liberally available to all. It is, as we’ll see, a “part” of God that saturates every square inch of the world around us and at the same time invades even the hidden places of our heart, those things we like to keep from others, in order to mold and form us into mature children of God.

To put it in Christian terms, wisdom is what forms us to be more like Jesus, who, as the apostle Paul put it, became for us wisdom from God (1 Cor. 1:30).

Shepherding us toward wisdom, kicking and screaming if need be: that is the Bible’s purpose.

The Bible becomes a confusing mess when we expect it to fulfill some other purpose—like functioning as an owner’s manual for faith. But when we allow the Bible to determine our expectations, we see that intending to gain wisdom is our proper spiritual posture toward it.

Wisdom isn’t about flipping to a topical index so we can see what we are to do or think—as if the Bible were a teacher’s edition textbook with the answers supplied in the back. Wisdom is about the lifelong process of being formed into mature disciples, who wander well along the unscripted pilgrimage of faith, in tune to the all-surrounding thick presence of the Spirit of God in us and in the creation around us.

Rulebook answers deliver certitude and finality, but wisdom embraces mystery.

Rulebook answers are distant and passive, but wisdom is intimate and learned through experience.

Rulebook answers are immediate, but wisdom takes trial and error over time.

Rulebook answers provide comfort and stability, but wisdom asks us to risk letting go of what is familiar for God’s surprises.

Rulebook answers are designed to end the journey, but wisdom shapes us so we journey with courage and peace.

Rulebook answers are limited to specific moments, but wisdom works in all times and places.

Rulebook answers keep us small, but wisdom gives us the space we need to grow.

Embracing rather than avoiding the Bible’s antiquity, ambiguity, and diversity is like shining a light in a dark room, showing us that the Bible is a book of wisdom rather than prescripted answers, and inviting us to accept the sacred responsibility of pursuing wisdom and thereby learning to live well in God’s creation.

Wisdom is not the easy way, but neither is it a burden. Wisdom is freedom, freedom to pursue the Creator, who—as the book of Proverbs puts it—created all things by wisdom.

Wisdom shows us something of the nature of God, so much so that, for some ancient Jews, to speak of one is to speak of the other. And early Christians fused wisdom together with Jesus—to look on one is to look on the other.

And this wisdom is held out before us in the Bible as a gift of God, not a consolation prize, a Plan B we begrudgingly settle for when the Bible falls short of passing out an answer key, so we know beforehand which ovals to fill in on the standardized test.

A life of pursuing wisdom is Plan A.

God Is Not a Helicopter Parent

Even though I promised not to focus on wrong ways of thinking about the Bible, I do need to bring one up here because it is so common, typically hidden just beneath the surface, and it undermines the Bible’s work as a book of wisdom.

On orientation day, when my youngest of three children started junior high school, the principal told a captive audience of nervous, success-oriented parents that we help our children best when we resist the urge to become helicopter parents, parents who “hover over” and direct every aspect of their kids’ lives so they can “succeed.” Wise parents know that their job is to equip their children to be independent, to acquire skill sets for navigating on their own the ups and downs of life, to experience failure and triumph, pain and joy, and everything in between, and handle it all well—in other words, to be in training to become mature, well-functioning adults.

Helicopter parents really care more about themselves than their children. They are also objectively the most annoying life-forms on the planet—“helping” their kids with their homework and science-fair projects, running interference with coaches and teachers so Cody and Ashton can make varsity and get into Harvard or Yale. I’m happy to say I did a great job avoiding at least this parenting disaster, mainly because my kids threatened to put me in an “elder care facility” in the North Pyongan Province if I tried anything funny. But I digress.

Although we might not see it, many of us have been taught, in one way or another, that the Bible is our instructional manual and that God is helicoptering over us to make sure we stick to it. And we have been told that if we read this instructional manual carefully, it will inform us on any topic we need an answer to: climate change, parenting, finances, human sexuality, gun control, evolution, which candidate to vote for, whom to marry, whether to buy or rent, where to go to college, what career path to take, what church to go to, what books to read, whether to be vegan, whether to recycle, and so on.

We have practically been conditioned to expect God to be our helicopter parent. And if for some reason we don’t run to God to solve every little problem, from finding our car keys to deciding on color schemes for the nursery, we are told there is something deeply wrong with us spiritually. Phooey.

Judging by the fact that our ancient, ambiguous, and diverse Bible is nothing at all like a Christian owner’s manual and that, likewise, the life of faith, from the minute we get out of bed in the morning until we hit the pillow at night, is rarely clear and straightforward, I have come to the conclusion that (drumroll) God is not a helicopter parent—which is good because, as I said, helicopter parents are objectively annoying.

If God were a helicopter parent, our sacred book would be full of clear, consistent, unambiguous information to take in. In other words, it wouldn’t look anything like it does. But if the Bible’s main purpose is to form us, to grow us to maturity, to teach us the sacred responsibility of communing with the Spirit by walking the path of wisdom, it would leave plenty of room for pondering, debating, thinking, and the freedom to fail. And that is what it does.

Judging by how the Bible behaves, God is not a stressed-out helicopter parent, living through his or her children, nervously and fretfully hovering over us in the form of the Bible to make sure we stick to the script, so it all works out. God is a wise parent, prodding us toward spiritual maturity in a secure atmosphere of unconditional love and acceptance, so we can learn to navigate life well. That’s what good parents do.

The Bible holds out for us an invitation to accept this timeless and sacred responsibility of working out for ourselves what faith in God looks like here and now, of owning the process, with no accompanying checklist of one-size-fits-all solutions, no safety net of prescripted responses, and no fear that God will bring down the hammer on us for accepting the challenge of faith.

You Are Not Alone

I can say, with the benefit of 20/15 hindsight over thirty years, that nothing has given fresh life to my faith more than letting go of the familiar expectation of security or certainty from the Bible (which is always momentary and eventually falls apart) and—ironically—simply paying careful attention to the Bible and accepting what I see there.

When we are too committed to harboring and sheltering our familiar false expectations, the Bible itself has a wonderful knack of disrupting those expectations, challenging our categories, and, if need be, agitating our complacency. And the Bible does this simply by—I will say it again—being its ancient, ambiguous, and diverse self, oblivious to our expectations, so ill-suited as a field guide for faith, so reluctant to be co-opted by our questions and the agendas that drive them.

This book is about carving out a truly biblical path, so we can take our faith seriously enough to own it, rather than succumbing to the elaborate and nervous structures of faith that others determine for us. The fact that we have a Bible does not free us from this sacred responsibility, but, as we shall see, demands that we accept that responsibility—and do so as an expression of faith, not a rejection of it.

As I said, I have skin in the game. I have often wondered what shape my Christian life would have taken had I been encouraged from early on, especially during my high-school years, to look to the Bible not primarily as a source of timeless information ready to be downloaded without reservation or question, but as an invitation to a lifelong journey soaked in divine wisdom.

What attitude toward the Bible do we bring to this life of Christian faith, and how do we see God in the process? That’s what this book is really about.

Seeing the Bible as a source of godly wisdom to be explored, pondered, deliberated, and put into action will free us of a common burden so many Christians have unwittingly carried, namely, that watching over us is God, an unstable parent, who is right off the bat harsh, vindictive, at best begrudgingly merciful, and mainly interested in whether we’ve read and understood the fine print; if not, God has no recourse but to punish us.

Seeing the Bible as a wisdom book allows us to see God as a good parent, full of grace, love, and patience—the very character traits we value in earthly parents and that the people of God are to exemplify.

Wisdom heals us to see God as God is.

Wisdom also frees us to hold our thoughts about God, life, and the universe with an open hand rather than clenched fist, to face our questions and fears with the focus of a seasoned explorer facing the unknown. We are human, after all, and will always have thoughts about God and the life of faith. And when the Bible is seen as a source of wisdom rather than an instruction manual of universally clear and consistent “teachings,” we will learn to be comfortable with the provisional nature of how we think about God and therefore not shy away from interrogating our own faith with gentle candor.

Indeed, we will see that very process as a prompting of God, not an attempt to get out of doing what the Bible says. Adopting a wisdom mentality rather than a rulebook mentality gives us a Bible with fresh possibilities. It leads us to different ways of reading it and appropriating its message.

I know I’m not the only one out there who has felt the need to find better ways of reading the Bible. I wrote this book because no one seems to be explaining the Bible in ways that would have helped me, my family, my friends, my students, and many others I have known over the last few decades.

This book, therefore, is not for the hierarchy who guard the status quo at all costs and brand explorers as unfaithful.

This book is for the frustratedly Christian—who have seen that the Bible doesn’t meet the expectations they have been taught to cling to and who are having trouble seeing a better way forward.

This book is for the barely Christian—who are hanging on to some semblance of faith because they are worn out from having to defend a rulebook Bible.

This book may even be for the formerly Christian—who have had the courage to leave their faith behind when it ceased having any explanatory power for their reality because of what they were taught the Bible had to be.

Let me be clear that I don’t claim to have crossed over to the promised land, safe from being set upon by pressing questions. If I did claim such a thing, I would simply be peddling one form of certainty over another. The path of wisdom isn’t a bigger and better “answer,” another version of the same quest for certainty. It’s a shift in attitude, a new posture for a lifelong journey of letting go of the need for such things.

Plus, if I claimed to have arrived, I would be lying. As a left-brained, analytical German male, an Enneagram Type Six with control issues,* and (Lord, have mercy) a PhD in biblical studies no less (what was I thinking?), I have no problem saying to anyone who will listen that I live daily with the very difficult tensions of being an unavoidably modern-day human while embracing an ancient faith, rooted in an ancient, ambiguous, and diverse book—which is to say, I continue to have to walk this path of wisdom. I’m not at the beach planted in an Adirondack chair cradling a Corona waiting for the rest of you to show up.

But this book does point in a direction that is spiritually refreshing if also challenging. Better, it is spiritually refreshing because it is challenging. When we choose to walk the path of wisdom, those two will always be joined hand in hand. And that is also the Bible’s power—not to bend to our expectations, but to help set them. That’s also why, like so many who have taught me, I still find the Bible captivating. I keep seeing new angles to familiar things, or I am shown things I had never noticed before, but, as it turns out, many wise people have.

This Bible just doesn’t get old—if we are tuned in to the melody of wisdom.

* * *

In what follows, we will look at how the Bible’s antiquity, ambiguity, and diversity, rather than taking something away from the Bible, actually demonstrate to us its true purpose as a book of wisdom rather than a book of rules engraved in stone—and what difference that makes for us. To be sure, we can’t cover everything, nor do we need to. By focusing on some portions of the Bible—the wisdom literature, laws, stories, letters, and more—we will see that the Bible’s invitation to wisdom is gently persistent and mercifully hounding.

And here’s another important dimension of this book. When we accept that biblical invitation, we will see not only how the Bible challenges us to work out what it means to live the life of faith here and now. We will also see—if I may stress the point once again—how the biblical writers themselves were already challenged by the need to move past a rulebook mentality and respond to new circumstances with wisdom.

Let me say that again. What I’m saying we need to do—walk the path of wisdom—the biblical writers were already doing. Biblical writers already accepted the sacred challenge of pursuing a life of wisdom rather than thinking of God as a helicopter parent. We’ll revisit this theme throughout the book.

The Bible is designed for wisdom because it reflects the wisdom of God—not despite its antiquity, ambiguity, and diversity, but precisely by means of them. Its purpose is to invite us to explore, ponder, reflect, muse, discuss, debate, and in doing so work out a life of faith—not to keep that hard work from happening.

The Bible is not the problem. The Bible is great—not because it is an answer book, but precisely because it isn’t; not because it protectively hovers over us, but because it most definitely doesn’t.

The Bible will make that clear to us if we let it.





Chapter 2

The Bible Doesn’t Really Tell Us What to Do—and That’s a Good Thing





Screwing Up Your Kids Biblically

I have a morning routine, and if I don’t stick to it, the world will end.

I get up, go downstairs to the kitchen, start the coffee, deal with our rescue cat, Marmalade, who insists on some immediate “me time” while the coffee brews, take my vitamins, and sit at my desk drinking my coffee while repeatedly shoving Marmalade off the keyboard, so I can get some work done. My goal then is to tick off as many boxes on my to-do list as quickly as I can to bring peace and harmony to the universe and so I can feel good about myself.

I confess, most mornings (and the hours that follow) really are about me and reducing stress through task completion. But every now and then the spiritual part of me pushes to the surface, and I wonder what God thinks about how I greet the miracle of yet another new dawn—and I start feeling a bit guilty about being so spiritually dim-witted.

What should I be doing in those little moments that I have chosen to take up with coffee and pushing a cat off my keyboard? What is God thinking about me and my German to-do list mentality right this second? Am I “good enough”? Am I getting it “right”? Is my life lined up with “God’s will for my life”? What does that even mean, and how would I know? It’s stressful just thinking about it.

Maybe I’m just a fraud, playing a religion game, stuck in this self-centered mess I’ve made of my life, without a clue that I am plummeting toward destruction.

So that’s my morning. How’s yours?

And don’t even get me started on wondering about how I’m doing in God’s eyes with the really big things in life that actually matter, like having raised three children and the thousands of no-win, directionless, Hail Mary decisions I made in the process. Maybe you know the drill. Are they overscheduled? Underscheduled? Piano or cello? What type of school is best? What can they watch or listen to and at what age? Should they be let out of the house wearing that? When is the right time for a cell phone? With unlimited data? And if that’s not enough stress, there’s always the college search (and debt) to look forward to. No pressure there.

Speaking for myself, raising children seems to have been set up as a cosmic conspiracy aimed specifically at me to generate stress, second-guessing, and the ever-present sense of panic that I am absolutely screwing my kids up forever because I missed some clear bit of God’s plan for this all-important and sacred task of child rearing that everyone else seems to understand but I am too spiritually dull to see.

I sure could have used a divine instruction manual of some sort.

“But we do have God’s instruction manual for raising children!” some have told me. “It’s called the Bible, dummy.”

Yes, I have to agree, the Bible does comment now and then on the topic, and I want to take seriously what the Bible has to say.

But here’s the problem. The Bible doesn’t really help. It’s confusing. Parts are actually troubling. Some of it is illegal.

Here is something from the book of Proverbs: Discipline your children while there is hope (19:18). That sounds like fear-based parenting. “Hurry up and discipline your kids—early and often—so they don’t grow up to be            [fill in the blank with your worst nightmare—mine include such things as “professional academic,” “internet start-up,” and any other line of work in which you need a Kickstarter campaign to feed your family]. How your kids turn out is a reflection on you . . . on YOOOU!”

Thank you, Bible! Please, tell me more about child rearing. I can’t wait to keep reading more encouraging gems like this.*

Anyway, how would I know when I’ve reached the point where hope is lost? It would also help tremendously if I knew what “discipline” actually looked like. A time out? Make them memorize Bible verses? Ground them? Send them to boarding school? Labor camp? Make them give both cats a bath at the same time?

Here’s another passage from the book of Proverbs, a go-to, slam-dunk favorite of Christian child-rearing experts everywhere: Train children in the right way, and when old, they will not stray (22:6).

Again, more fear that parents might not do enough “training.” And what does that “training” look like, exactly, and what is “the right way”? Like, that’s my whole question. Should they sit up straight? Wash their hands before dinner? Not listen to rock music? Not have sex before marriage? Play travel soccer? And what does it mean, practically speaking, to “stray”? Where is the line between healthy youthful boundary exploration and actual straying?

What do I do?! That’s all I want to know.

Reading the book of Proverbs on child rearing is like paying good money for financial advice and being told after ten sessions, “Here’s what I’ve come up with. Invest your money wisely, and you will be set for retirement.” I was hoping for stock tips.

Here’s a passage from the New Testament addressed to children: Children, obey your parents in everything, for this is your acceptable duty in the Lord (Col. 3:20).

“Put your toys away. If you don’t, you’ll make baby Jesus cry. You don’t want to see baby Jesus cry, do you?” Some parents love this one.

Another New Testament letter, the book of Ephesians, adds that honoring your father and mother is the first of the Ten Commandments that comes with a promise: so that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth (6:3). So, the Bible contains death threats?

As a general guideline I believe that children should obey their parents, but as an absolute rule to live by it sounds like a license for child abuse. Are we really meant to conclude that children should always obey their parents no matter what—like, every single time, without fail? What if the parents are neo-Nazis—or Calvinists? What if they are drunk or abusive? Should those kinds of parents be obeyed in everything as an acceptable duty in the Lord?

Is there no room here for pushback or just common sense? Maybe so, but it would certainly help avoid misunderstandings if all these passages began, “Generally speaking . . .” What we read, however, sounds uncomfortably like an unalterable command written by an inspired biblical author taking dictation from God. After all, this is the Bible and when God’s word says “obey your parents in everything,” who are we to pick and choose?

Or perhaps we readers are meant to insert “generally speaking” and then figure things out on our own as situations come up—in other words, to be wise. That’s what I think.

The Bible also includes child-rearing instructions that I have no intention of doing ever. Back to Proverbs: Do not withhold discipline from your children; if you beat them with a rod, they will not die (23:13).

I am relieved that beating my child with a rod (aka discipline) will only result in deep bruising and some broken ribs, but not death.* Still, this passage sounds more like a sure ticket to a visit from Child Services than day-to-day godly parenting advice. A disturbing echo can be found in the book of Exodus concerning the treatment of slaves: a slaveholder who strikes a slave with a rod is only punishable if the slave dies right away (21:20). Maybe children, like slaves, are property? That would at least explain this:

If someone has a stubborn and rebellious son, . . . his father and his mother . . . shall say to the elders of his town, “This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious. He will not obey us. He is a glutton and a drunkard.” Then all the men of the town shall stone him to death. (Deut. 21:18–21)

Okay, I’m not doing that. Not that I haven’t been tempted, but no.

Getting the townsfolk together to stone your son to death for stubbornness seems like the kind of thing civilized societies were created to prevent. And it probably doesn’t send a message of unconditional love to the remaining siblings. Probably doesn’t make a good evangelistic conversation starter either.

Am I wrong, or is inflicting physical pain as child rearing a recurring theme?

I suppose it would have been nice if God had handed us a Bible with a chapter in it called “FAQs on Godly Rules for Parenting” that didn’t include capital punishment and told us what the “right way” and “discipline” are, so we didn’t crank out little hellions. But that’s not what we have.

If the Bible’s purpose was to provide for us clear and unchanging direction about basic pressing matters like, “How do I raise my kids well?”—it wouldn’t generate so many obvious questions.

I’m not writing a child-rearing book, at least not until my adult children let me know whether they intend to sign the Do Not Resuscitate form, should it ever come to that. I’m just saying that what the Bible says about raising children is ambiguous once we pay attention to the details. It’s even morally suspect in places, in need of being questioned—even interrogated.

And here is the bigger point of all this: How the Bible addresses this one topic of child rearing is a window onto how inadequate (and truly unbiblical) a rulebook view of the Bible as a whole is. 

It unravels once you start pulling the thread. The Bible seems intent on pointing us in another direction entirely.

Fools and Finances

Before we move on to the Bible as a whole, let’s stay with Proverbs a bit longer—yes, the book we just looked at with all that unhelpful parenting advice. But give it a chance. Proverbs actually makes it loud and clear that seeking wisdom rather than grabbing for answers is what this life of faith is about. Proverbs is a book of wisdom, after all.

Tucked away toward the end of the book of Proverbs, minding their own business, not trying to grab our attention but just waiting to be found, are back-to-back bits of wisdom that completely contradict each other:

Do not answer fools according to their folly, 

or you will be a fool yourself.

Answer fools according to their folly, 

or they will be wise in their own eyes. (26:4–5)

Let me say right here and now that the lesson we learn from these two little verses sums up not only how Proverbs works, but how the Bible as a whole works as a book of wisdom. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

Anyone who hangs out on social media at all knows how effortlessly it can bring out the worst in us. Not me, of course, but everyone else. I’m an angel.

Sometimes the comments are rude, condescending, insulting, passive-aggressive, or baiting. I mean, people really get upset over almost everything! And each time that happens, I have to ask myself, “Should I ignore him or let him have it?” (Yes, “him.” Ninety-nine percent of the time it’s some dude who really needs to find another way to prove his manhood.)

I’d really like some clear divine direction here on how to handle these trolls, but the book of Proverbs, which is supposed to tell us what wisdom looks like, has these two passages side by side that give us two conflicting instructions: “Definitely do not answer this fool. Oh, wait. No. Definitely do answer him.”

Is this multiple choice? Do I just pick one? I just want a snappy phrase that tells me what to do when this happens—like “Stranger, danger,” “Stop, drop, and roll,” or “In the event of a loss of cabin pressure, place the oxygen mask firmly over your nose and mouth, secure the elastic band behind your head, and breathe normally.” Am I asking too much? Apparently.

What makes the ambiguity all the more striking is the topic—fools. This isn’t some minor issue, like whether it’s finally time to get double-pane windows (you probably should; they will save you hundreds in heating costs and over time will more than pay for themselves). “Fool” in Proverbs is the catchall term for someone you definitely do not want to be: a hater of knowledge, a slanderer, one who leads others down the path to destruction, someone who lacks discernment and is complacent, stubborn, ignorant, prideful, greedy, and a whole slew of other despicable character traits.

Today we might call someone like this a total jerk (feel free to supply a more colorful term). Biblically speaking, though, a fool is roughly synonymous with someone who is “ungodly” or “unrighteous”—someone whose actions are out of sync with God’s ways and out of harmony with others’. Fools lead you away from God, and so we might expect here of all places, where the topic under consideration is “fools,” to get some clear direction about what to do when we come face-to-face with such a disruptive, ungodly person.

But no. Instead we are told (1) not to engage a fool because by doing so you will come down to his level and (2) to engage the fool to shut him up.

And so here is my point. These two clearly contradictory proverbs aren’t a problem that needs fixing. The biblical writers weren’t idiots. Placing these two opposite sayings side by side gives us a snapshot of how wisdom works.

It seems to me that whoever composed this book and placed these proverbs* next to each other was saying at least this: If we are looking to the Bible to be a rulebook, not only will we be frustrated, but we will miss the wisdom this pairing contains. Both of these sayings are wise, and the one we act upon here and now, at this unscripted moment, depends on which fits the current situation best.

Reading the situation—not simply the Bible—is what wisdom is all about.

It’s also, as we’ll see, what the life of faith is about.

Sometimes it’s best to answer a fool, sometimes not. Which option is best at this unscripted moment depends on all sorts of factors that are impossible to anticipate, and so each time I read a nasty comment, I have to decide in the moment what the best way forward is in this situation. Maybe what I am seeing is less anger and more pain and fear, and this person needs a place to vent. Or maybe he’s been burned and needs a safe space to let it out. Or maybe the comment just needs to be deleted and the commenter blocked.

The point is that Proverbs 26:4–5 doesn’t tell me what to do. It wasn’t designed to. It models something better: the permission to think it through, figure it out, and learn from experience for next time. In fact, more than just giving us permission, the contradiction sets up our expectation that we will have to think it through.

And I’ll bet some of you might have thought “contradictions” in the Bible were “bad.” They’re not. They’re revealing.

The Bible doesn’t normally lay things out so clearly with side-by-side contradictions. Usually they are spread out over the book. As in the case of wealth.

Wealth—getting it, keeping it, and acquiring more of it—has been an issue for most of recorded civilization, including for the ancient Israelites, judging by how often Proverbs brings it up. Marriages and families are destroyed by it, nations go to war over it, people are exploited so the powerful can hoard it.

I basically suck at wealth. My long-term planning has been a failure. Apparently plugging your ears and singing, “La-la-la-la, I cannot hear you” for three decades and wishing for the best is not a solid financial strategy. And those commercials just make it worse by producing shame—you know, the ones where the annoyingly intimate financial adviser and his client seem to have oodles of time to just hang out over coffee and review his “portfolio”—which, I gather, is how people who have a lot of money refer to “money.”

Thanks for hanging out with me for seven straight hours, Tom. I’m just stressed about not being able to turn my 1.8 million into 2.2 million by the time I’m thirty-seven. After all, as we’ve discussed, I want to send my kids to Harvard, buy a small country, and cheat death. The market fluctuation is scary. Hold me.

I understand, Steve, but it’ll be okay. Stay latched on to me like a baby monkey. I’ll see you through this every step along the way. Text me 24/7. I love you and care for you.

Thank you, Tom. You complete me.

Give me a break.

My one and only recent financial conversation went more like this:

Pete. PETE! Get up. Here’s a tissue. Look, it’s not all bad news. I project that if you get a second job, keep working until you’re ninety-seven, max out every year on every conceivable retirement plan known to humanity, and sell a kidney and one eye on the black market, you’ll be able to die in your basement—assuming Social Security, Medicare/Medicaid, and food stamps are still up and running. But just in case, swing by the office and let’s talk lottery strategies.

Let’s not make this about me (though I think I just did). I’m only saying that, speaking from personal experience, a godly attitude toward wealth seems, again, like an absolutely ideal topic
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