
[image: image]





[image: image]






Dedication

As always, and with love and thanks, to my family, 

and to those who are weary and heavy-laden, seeking rest.







Epigraph

Who among you fears the LORD and obeys the voice

of his servant, who walks in darkness and has no light, yet trusts

in the name of the LORD and relies upon his God?

—Isaiah 50:10

Trust in the LORD with all of your heart,

and do not rely on your own insight.

—Proverbs 3:5

As for knowledge, it will come to an end.

For we know only in part.

—1 Corinthians 13:8–9







Chapter One

I Don’t Know What I Believe Anymore

My soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol.

—Psalm 88:3





Thanks for Nothing, Walt Disney

A few years ago, I was on my way home from a (boring, Lord-help-me-get-out-of-here) academic conference on the West Coast and thought it would be nice to chill with an onboard movie, which airlines used to offer before they gave up trying. Nothing looked remotely interesting except for Disney’s film adaptation of Bridge to Terabithia, so . . . sure . . . why not, let’s give it a shot. I can’t recall my exact thought process, but I guess Disney’s marketing assumption that your inner ten-year-old never really goes away is right on the money.

The movie tells the story of a friendship between two fifth graders in rural Virginia, Jess and his new neighbor, Leslie. Jess is a shy and self-conscious boy from a poor and fundamentalist Christian family. Leslie couldn’t be more opposite—an a-religious free spirit with a contagious imagination, and who looks at life as one adventure after another. They become close friends, but Jess isn’t always sure how to think about Leslie’s nonconformist ideas.

In one scene, Jess and Leslie, along with Jess’s spunky little sister May Belle, are in the back of the family pickup truck on the way home from church. Jess had invited Leslie, who seems to have spent her entire life insulated from the kind of world Jess takes for granted.

For Leslie going to church is another opportunity for an adventure into the unknown. She is glad she came along, despite the hellfire-and-brimstone preaching, and declares, “That whole Jesus thing. It’s really interesting.”

May Belle is absolutely shocked and corrects Leslie: “It’s not interesting. It’s scary. It’s nailing holes through your hand. It’s because we’re all vile sinners that God made Jesus die.”

Leslie looks at May Belle like she had just told her she believed babies were delivered by storks. “Do you really think that’s true?”

Not only do they believe it, but Jess tells her they have to because “it’s in the Bible.” May Belle dutifully adds that if you don’t believe in the Bible, “God will damn you to hell when you die.”

Leslie will have none of it. “I seriously do not think God goes around damning people to hell. He’s too busy running all this,” she says, pointing to the sky and trees overhead.

And with that, I was nostril deep in a faith crisis—which, I don’t mind saying, is embarrassing to admit.

It wasn’t fair. I wasn’t ready.

How was I to know that the company that gave us Mickey Mouse, Goofy, and Son of Flubber would venture deep into a religious debate? I was just minding my own business at thirty thousand feet over the Midwest and was caught off guard. Me—a professional Christian, a seminary professor paid to think right thoughts about God and to tell others about them. But after a long trip, my orthodoxy shield was resting at my side. I was unarmed, and Leslie’s words hit their mark. In a flash and without words, I thought quietly to myself, I think Leslie’s right.

The idea that the Creator of heaven and Earth, with all their beauty, wonder, and mystery, was at the same time a supersized Bible-thumping preacher, obsessed with whether our thoughts were all in place and ready to condemn us for eternity to hell if they weren’t, made no sense—even though that was my operating (though unexamined) assumption as long as I could remember.

A fifty-two-second exchange in a movie—a Disney movie, for crying out loud (this is so embarrassing)—uttered by a fifth-grader and total outsider to the Christian faith. She doesn’t even have a Ph.D. or fly across the country to academic conferences. And the next thing I know, my view of God flies away as if sucked out the window due to loss of cabin pressure.

Leslie’s comment confronted me with a simple yet profound and uncomfortable question: When the dust clears and in the quiet of your own heart, what kind of God do you believe in, really? And why? I thought I had that all worked out. Yet, amazingly, with decades of church, Christian college, seminary, and graduate school behind me, and now a seminary professor, I had never actually asked myself that question to see what I thought. (And have I mentioned how embarrassing this is?)

But now I felt threatened, cornered into a moment of uncomfortably honest reflection. Leslie’s comment was uttered with such effortless childlike commonsensical innocence, and it brought to the surface thoughts that had been safely tucked away for many years behind a thick wall of “proper Christian thinking.” I had never openly explored my thinking about God because I was taught that questioning too much was not safe Christian conduct—it would make God very disappointed in me indeed, and quite angry.

So dangerous thoughts lay dormant, never entering my conscious mind. My theological antivirus software had been doing its job, working in the background to keep me from errors in thinking—until this stupid Disney movie snuck past and forced me to deal with it.

Jess’s God was my default God, but Leslie’s God was the one I, deep down, wanted to believe in. My inner May Belle reacted quickly—an aggressive panicked voice scolded me for slipping off the rails. After all, I wasn’t calling into question some side issue of faith, like whether God wants me to give up chocolate or coffee for Lent, but a central question—perhaps the central question: What is God like?

Once you start down this path, there’s no telling where the dominoes are going to fall—and then what? So I just sat there, trying not to think about it. But the train had pulled out of the station with me on it, and it was too late to jump off.

I didn’t plan this little moment, and before I knew it my view of God passed from “Yeah, I got this” to “Uh-oh.” Not triggered by an impressive book or lecture, the way it’s supposed to for scholars. Not inspired while fasting or on a weekend prayer retreat, the way it’s supposed to for the spiritually mature.

But a common and ordinary moment worked unexpectedly to snatch me from my safe, familiar, and unexamined spiritual neighborhood and plop me down somewhere I never thought I’d land. A forced spiritual relocation.

This episode and others like it resulted in a lot of spiritual wrestling matches, a change in employment, a change in churches, and even some breaks in relationships with other Christians. But while there has been much angst and some pain, there has also been a deepening, a maturation, a growth in my spirit that has led to closer intimacy with God.

I’ve come to accept these uh-oh moments rather than run from them. Precisely because they are unexpected, out of my control, and unsettling, they bear with them a lesson I need to hear: I need to be willing to let go of what I think I know, and trust God regardless. And I have come to trust that God uses these moments.





Can We Just Be Honest for a Second, Please?

Most Christians—I’d be willing to bet, sooner or later, all Christians—have unexpected uh-oh moments that threaten familiar ways of believing and thinking about God, moments that show up without being invited, without a chance to prepare for what’s coming and run for cover.

Maybe we’ve read a book, listened to a podcast, watched Secrets of the Bible Revealed on cable TV or a Disney movie on a plane that introduced instability to our once stable faith. Maybe we’ve met new people who don’t share our ideas about the Bible or God at all, but who are just plain nice and what they say makes sense. Maybe we’ve experienced a deep loss or an unspeakable tragedy that leaves us questioning everything we ever thought we believed about God, the world, and our place in it.

I believe these uh-oh moments get our attention like nothing else can. In fact, I believe they are God moments. I don’t claim to know how it all works, and I’ve learned the hard way over the years not to think I can speak for God, but I believe uh-oh moments serve a holy purpose—at least they have for me. They help break down the religious systems we create for ourselves that sooner or later block us from questioning, wondering, and, therefore, from growing.

For many of us, faith is our rock-solid source of security and hope. It provides the map and values for how we navigate the world. But life has all sorts of everyday and ordinary ways of upsetting our thinking about our faith. I believe that, in these moments, God invites us to deepen and grow in our relationship with and our understanding of God.

These are key moments of growth because we tend to create mental fortresses that keep us in the same safe religious space. It is upsetting to redraw our maps and change what we see as the anchor of our security—and if left to ourselves, we would never go there. So we build walls to prevent that from happening, walls within which we preserve what makes us feel secure, where we are in control and our God makes perfect sense to us.

Watching certainty slide into uncertainty is frightening. Our beliefs provide a familiar structure to our messy lives. They give answers to our big questions of existence: Does God exist? Is there a right religion? Why are we here? How do I handle suffering and tragedy? What happens to us when we die? What am I here for? Answering these questions provides our lives with meaning and coherence by reining in the chaos.

When familiar answers to those questions are suddenly carried away, like stray balloons at a county fair, we understandably want to chase after them to get them back. When once settled questions suddenly become unsettled, our life narratives are upset—and no one likes that.

Reflecting on that tension and working through it is what this book is about.

Another dynamic at work here is how friends, family, and church members would handle it if they knew what you were thinking. Feeling judged and banished is a common story among those who take a risk to let people in on their well-guarded secret.

Since I have outed myself as someone who is okay with questions about the faith, I can’t tell you the number of private conversations I have had with people—often virtual strangers telling me about their secret questions and thoughts. They seem haggard and worried. Even frightened.

Taking a risk like this could mean being branded for life, that person who “used to have such strong faith” but is now just another doubter who “doesn’t know what she believes anymore.”

Church is too often the most risky place to be spiritually honest. What a shame. And when pastors and other Christian leaders are going through this, well, don’t get me started. Those poor people. While they’re working things through in private agony, they still have to keep up appearances or risk public shame, not to mention their paycheck.

So you hold it in and muddle through your life, keeping it all quiet, trying not to think about the lost faith you now mourn, and hoping nobody brings it up. Or, after you have tried to hold it in for a while, it may reach a point where the pressure is too much and explodes into a full-on crisis.

We need to talk about this.

Sooner or later we all find ourselves faced with some serious challenge to how we think about God. Don’t we all eventually come to a crossroads where familiar beliefs don’t work very well and we just don’t really know what we believe anymore? Even if we have never verbalized it to ourselves (let alone to others), don’t we all at some point have a nagging background noise of doubt, a deep undercurrent of cognitive dissonance, where what we were once so certain about evaporates like a dream?





Okay, I’ll Go First

I’ve certainly had some of those moments—and not just on airplanes. They’re always uncomfortable and disorienting, and I just want them to go away. But I have come to trust—or at least I try to trust—that God is not calling me to resist these moments. I believe God patiently leads me through them.

I won’t say my faith is “stronger”—that implies that the uh-ohs have been fixed or conquered, which is the opposite of what I am saying. I mean my faith is more real, more textured, three dimensional, and without the constant fear of being wrong playing in my head or that God is disappointed in me for not acing a multiple-choice theology exam.

One of my uh-oh moments happened when I left a spiritual community I had been a part of for twenty years. Leaving was challenging enough, but the really difficult moment ambushed me quietly and without warning several months later.

In my mid-twenties, I attended for four years a small conservative but sane seminary and then returned to teach there after earning my Ph.D. I would wind up spending another fourteen years there as a Bible professor, from my early thirties to mid-forties—about half my life at that point. That community deeply and powerfully shaped my thinking about the Bible, God, and life. That school was my spiritual home, more so than any church. It defined my faith. I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else for the rest of my life.

I had some good years with fond memories. But toward the end of my time there, things began turning sour. We had a lot of quick turnover on the faculty, administration, and board—and that often leads to shifts in ideology. It was thought that things had become too relaxed, and now the school’s conservative identity had to be protected. And with that, the atmosphere changed from collegial and generous to tense and adversarial. Our teaching and writing began to be closely monitored. It seemed like the slightest perceived deviations in thinking led to very serious meetings about the “future of the school” and “maintaining our heritage.”

That was my experience.

The long and short of it is that I resigned after several stressful years. I will come back to that part of the story at the end of the book, because it is part of a larger story of how I began to trust God differently through all this. But for now, let me just say that I was ready to leave. Despite how much the school had meant to me spiritually, I was ready to leave. Very ready. So I did.

I recall those first few months of sweet freedom. I hadn’t felt that light and joyful in probably a decade. Pick your cliché: I felt alive, born again, as if I had been liberated from a prison camp, released from a dungeon, and had seen the sunshine and felt the cool breeze for the first time in ages. And I had boundless energy. I was bursting at the seams with fresh and exciting ideas I felt free to put out there without threat of scolding. I wound up having seven books published within the next four years, which, frankly, is insane, but a lot of cramped thinking needed to stretch its legs. I even started eating well (fewer Oreos) and exercising for the first time in forever. I was taking care of myself emotionally and physically.

Life was great. But this newfound freedom and elation would also come with a cost, as I found out after about six months.

A fuse blew and faith went dark.

What happened?

My spiritual community with clearly defined boundaries and all sorts of intellectual no-go zones was suffocating, but it had one thing going for it: a spiritual territory was clearly marked out for me. I “knew” what I believed. I had some freedom to stroll about, of course, but guards were stationed at the towers to discourage me from venturing too close to the electric fence. Thinking for myself wasn’t necessary and in fact was actively frowned upon. The heavy lifting was done for me. I just needed to agree and sign on the dotted line (literally—we signed a detailed statement of faith). That made for a safe, predictable life of faith.

In this model, true faith and correct thinking were two sides of the same coin—and that mentality had deeply formed my own spiritual identity. That’s why faith went dark for me a few months after I left.

With no boundaries, nothing to sign, no Big Brother watching over my shoulder to make sure I maintained correct thinking, I was flying solo for the first time in half my life. It was up to me, not someone else, to forge a spiritual identity—just me and God with no one running interference.

And I wasn’t ready for it.

A question began forming in my head, as if imposed by some outside force: Well, Pete, you got what you wanted. No one’s telling you what to think. So what do you think?

Being confronted with that question was frightening—not frightening like The Silence of the Lambs or Trump 2016, but frightening like when you lose your bearings, when your life narrative looks more like a confused and jumbled mass of words on a page rather than the familiar story you knew and loved so well. Religious structure provides a sense of self. And now without it, I felt utterly alone, with no idea where all this was heading:

What do you really believe, Pete, when no one is telling you what to believe? Who is God to you? Is there a God? How far are you willing to go to accept the challenge of this new journey where you can barely see your own hand in front of your face? What familiar road map are you willing to leave behind? What will you do now that God is no longer a turned back page in a familiar story you can flip to whenever? What will you do now that God is far off, out of sight? And how will you handle the likelihood that things will never be as they were?

Seeking answers to those questions meant accepting the challenge of an unsettled faith. That takes courage, and if there is one part of my spiritual life that atrophied over the previous twenty years it was courage—the courage to think, to be honest, to be. I didn’t know how to “do” faith without making sure my thoughts about God were lined up, and so, once those thoughts failed to be compelling, my faith sank.

For over a year, at home alone and out of work, I felt adrift at sea, treading water with no shoreline in sight, not knowing where the tide was taking me—and just as often not even caring.

My faith had transformed from “I know what I believe” to “I think I know.” Then, as if bicycling down a steep hill with no brakes, it moved more quickly to

I think I thought I knew,

I’m not so sure anymore,

I don’t really know anymore,

Honestly, I have no idea,

Leave me alone.

It felt like pressing factory reset so my software could reload. And as it did, I began to wonder, Maybe . . . I need a major shift in my thinking.

Maybe knowing, as I had been taught to know, is overrated.

Knowing like that doesn’t last.

Knowing has its place, definitely, but not at the center of faith.

And then for me, the bottom line:

I can choose to trust God with childlike trust regardless of how certain I might feel.

I’ve come to see this process as sacred and ongoing. And it also takes courage—more courage and trust in God than I could have understood before.





What’s So Sinful About Certainty?

Our beliefs about God—which is to say our thoughts about God—are precious to us because they give us a sense of who we are and our place in this chaotic world. And we often can’t imagine any other way of being “us.” And so when our beliefs are threatened, the instinct, understandably, is to guard them fiercely, to resist any move as long as possible, to make the stress go away, and to stay in the comfort of our familiar spiritual homes.

But in resisting, we may actually be missing an invitation to take a sacred journey, where we let go of needing to be right and trust God regardless of what we feel we know or don’t know.

The key to seeing this unsettling discomfort as a sacred rather than damning task is to decouple our faith in God from our thoughts about God. That way faith doesn’t rest on correct thinking.

“What are you talking about, Enns?! My faith doesn’t rest on my thoughts!”

Are you sure?

In ways we do not even perceive, we all create God in our own image. We may mean well and we may be motivated by our devotion toward God. But even when these ideas about God have proven very helpful to us, they become a hindrance to growth when the cement dries.

“Speak for yourself. I’m not creating God in my image. I’m just following the Bible.”

No one just “follows” the Bible. We interpret it as people with a past and present, and in community with others, within certain traditions, none of which is absolute. Many factors influence how we “follow” the Bible. None of us rises above our place in the human drama and grasps God with pure clarity, without our own baggage coming along for the ride. We all bring our broken and limited selves into how we think of God.

We’re human, in other words. We can’t help but think of God in broken and limited ways, as creatures limited by time and space.

But that isn’t the problem. In fact, the Christian faith declares that God freely and lovingly entered the human drama uniquely in one member of the human race, Jesus of Nazareth. God is okay with our humanity.

Here is the temptation: we can forget that we are human and delude ourselves into thinking that we can transcend our tiny place in the human drama and see from on high, as God sees. It turns out that is not really one of our options. Walking the path of faith means trusting God enough to let our uh-oh moments expose how we create God to fit in our thinking. But that is hard work. We like our ideas about God. We need them. And that is really the deeper problem here.

When we are held captive to our thinking, moving to what is not known and uncertain is automatically seen as a fearful development. We think true faith is dependent on maintaining a particular “knowledge set” and keeping a firm grasp on a tightly woven network of nonnegotiable beliefs, guarding each one vigilantly, making sure they all stay above the water line no matter how hard the struggle—because if what we “know” sinks, faith sinks right down with it.

Correct thinking provides a sense of certainty. Without it, we fear that faith is on life support at best, dead and buried at worst. And who wants a dead or dying faith? So this fear of losing a handle on certainty leads to a preoccupation with correct thinking, making sure familiar beliefs are defended and supported at all costs.

How strongly do we hold on to the old ways of thinking? Just recall those history courses where we read about Christians killing other Christians over all sorts of disagreements about doctrines few can even articulate today. Or perhaps just think of a skirmish you’ve had at church over a sermon, Sunday-school lesson, or which candidate to vote into public office.

Preoccupation with correct thinking. That’s the deeper problem.

It reduces the life of faith to sentry duty, a 24/7 task of pacing the ramparts and scanning the horizon to fend off incorrect thinking, in ourselves and others, too engrossed to come inside the halls and enjoy the banquet. A faith like that is stressful and tedious to maintain. Moving toward different ways of thinking, even just trying it on for a while to see how it fits, is perceived as a compromise to faith, or as giving up on faith altogether. But nothing could be further from the truth.

Aligning faith in God and certainty about what we believe and needing to be right in order to maintain a healthy faith—these do not make for a healthy faith in God. In a nutshell, that is the problem. And that is what I mean by the “sin of certainty.”

It is sin because this pattern of thinking sells God short by keeping the Creator captive to what we are able to comprehend—which is the very same problem the Israelites had when they were tempted to make images of God (aka idols) out of stone, metal, or wood. For ancient people, images made the gods present for the worshippers, something tangible to look at to let them connect with the divine realm. But Israel’s God said no. Any images shaped by human hands limit God by bringing God too far into alignment with ancient conceptions of the divine.

We don’t make physical images of God. But we do make mental ones.

I don’t mean that our thoughts of God are no different than images of wood and stone. The images we read about in the Bible always limit God, because they confuse the Creator with creation. Thoughts about God, on the other hand, are not only often helpful but downright inevitable. When we confuse God with our thoughts about God, however, those thoughts can become idol-like—getting in the way of the real thing, hindering rather than aiding a life of faith.

When we grab hold of “correct” thinking for dear life, when we refuse to let go because we think that doing so means letting go of God, when we dig in our heels and stay firmly planted even when we sense that we need to let go and move on, at that point we are trusting our thoughts rather than God. We have turned away from God’s invitation to trust in order to cling to an idol.

The need for certainty is sin because it works off of fear and limits God to our mental images. And God does not like being boxed in. By definition, God can’t be. I believe we are prone to forget that. God is good to remind us—by any means necessary, if we are willing to listen. God understands our human predicament and is for us.





Thinking Is Good

Let me be abso-posi-lutely clear about something so we don’t get off on the wrong foot: there’s absolutely nothing wrong with thinking about God or even seeking to think “correctly” about God.

Thinking about what we believe, learning more about what we believe, and disagreeing and deliberating with others, are normal for people of faith. At least I hope so, because I’ve just described pretty much the entire history of Christianity and Judaism, both of which are broad and deep when it comes to thinking and disagreeing about God. And as we’ll see, debates and disagreements about God are in the Bible, too, because thoughts matter.

We humans are unimaginably complex psychological, physical, and spiritual beings. And thanks to a huge cerebral cortex, we are capable of something quite amazing: abstract thought, pondering the deep mysteries of life, ultimate meaning, and faith. The capacity to form thoughts about God, our place in the world, and how the two come together, is not only okay but an inevitable and sacred occupation given only to our species, a gift from God, I believe, that God invites us to use.

Personally, I can’t help but think about the big questions of life and my own faith in particular. I went through nine years of seminary and doctoral work in biblical studies, not just to avoid getting a real job, but because I am naturally drawn to thinking about what I believe and why. I also like talking about what I think and tossing ideas back and forth, which is why I teach, blog, and write books like this one.

So I hope we are all on the same page here. I’m not saying that the life of the mind and working toward forming deeper thoughts about God are all bunk. The life of faith and the life of thought are not opposite ends of the spectrum.

Rather, I’m talking about a deeper, subtler, even subconscious problem that definitely isn’t limited to Bible students or other sorts of eggheads but is part of the daily struggles of normal everyday Christians.

The deeper problem here is the unspoken need for our thinking about God to be right in order to have a joyful, freeing, healing, and meaningful faith.

The problem is trusting our beliefs rather than trusting God.

The preoccupation with holding on to correct thinking with a tightly closed fist is not a sign of strong faith. It hinders the life of faith, because we are simply acting on a deep unnamed human fear of losing the sense of familiarity and predictability that our thoughts about God give us. Believing that we are right about God helps give us a sense of order in an otherwise messy world. So when we are confronted with the possibility of being wrong, that kind of “faith” becomes all about finding ways to hold on with everything we’ve got to be right.

We are not actually trusting God at that moment. We are trusting ourselves and disguising it as trust in God.

Holding our thoughts with an open hand, however, is a way of communing with God—like an offering to God, incomplete as it may be.

This book is about thinking differently about faith, a faith that is not so much defined by what we believe but in whom we trust. In fact, in this book I argue that we have misunderstood faith as a what word rather than a who word—as primarily beliefs about rather than primarily as trust in.

Let me say again that beliefs themselves are not the problem. Working out what we believe is worthy of serious time and effort in our lives of faith. But our pursuit of having the right beliefs and locking them up in a vault are not the center of faith. Trust in God is. When holding to correct thinking becomes the center, we have shrunk faith in God to an intellectual exercise, a human enterprise, where differences need to be settled through debate first before faith can get off the ground.

A faith that rests on knowing, where you have to “know what you believe” in order to have faith, is disaster upon disaster waiting to happen. It values too highly our mental abilities. All it takes to ruin that kind of faith is a better argument. And there’s always a better argument out there somewhere.

Christian faith is trusting in God, a personal being, rather
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