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			Author’s Note

			Every account in this book is written entirely based on true, firsthand experience, according to memory. However, names and identifying details have been changed where appropriate to protect the individuals’ privacy.

			To serve as pastor in the life of another is an astounding privi­lege. It is my sincere intention and effort to honor those I’ve been privileged to companion on the long, winding journey back home. Their stories are the real gift within this book; incarnating the divine, cosmic message in a human body and fallen world turns the rumor of hope into a relatable invitation.

			To those whose eyes, like mine, have widened in wonder or welled with tears, those who have awed and grieved, celebrated and suffered alongside me: thank you. Without your stories, this book would be stuck in lofty, detached theory. Your life, broken open, allows others to see their story in yours, your life a living invitation echoing to their own.

		

		


	
		
			Introduction

			People spilled out of restaurants and bars, talking and laughing. A young couple slung heavy laundry totes across their backs and lugged them toward their apartment building. Cars circled, impatiently looking for street parking, and cyclists buzzed past, aggressively ringing their bells. It was nearly 10:00 p.m. Only New York is this raucous on an ordinary Monday night in February. The snow flurries had just begun to fall, and I delighted in their delicate magic drifting to the sidewalk as I strolled and mumbled another prayer of sincere longing under my breath. I kept asking, seeking, hoping for the life of the Spirit rumored on the pages of Scripture, but to this point at least, that life was nothing more than an ancient rumor.

			This Monday night prayer walk had become a ritual of mine. I settled with a cozy herbal tea into my typical booth at the quiet café on my block and cracked open my reading, which was always some combination of New Testament narrative and ancient writings. I’d become fascinated by stories of long-­ago saints: desert fathers and mothers working miracles of healing for seekers willing to make the pilgrimage, revivals in the heart of the city in which whole prisons repented in a single night, words of prophecy that softened the hardest hearts—­hearts that even the most eloquent sermon could never crack. I’d read stories that made me want to believe that every syllable of the Bible was livable. Then I’d pace around the city asking to experience that very presence and power, to become a vessel overflowing with God’s living and active Spirit, to find myself among a community to whom such expressions grew from ancient rumor to everyday expectation.

			This prayer ritual wasn’t born from longing alone, though, but crisis—­a quiet, subtle crisis that eventually erupted.

			_

			I’d just celebrated my twenty-­eighth birthday. I was the lead pastor of a church plant in a corner of Brooklyn, New York, where the church attendance figure was 0.01 percent, meaning that if you combined every Christian church of any persuasion—­Catholic, evangelical, mainline Protestant, and whatever other variety you might come up with—­and measured their combined weekly attendance against the population of our neighborhood, you’d see that just one in a thousand people chose to spend their Sunday morning singing hymns under the glow of stained glass. Brooklyn’s overpriced brunches had two-­hour waits. Every apartment had an occupant keeping the shades drawn, nursing a hangover. But the church? Ghost town. A couple thousand years earlier, the apostle Paul triumphantly declared the church a visible representation of “the manifold wisdom of God.”1 If he was right about that, my neighbors didn’t seem to notice.

			The point is that this area was hard soil, a tough place to plant new seeds and see them grow. And that’s precisely what made Oaks Church Brooklyn such an anomaly. Two years in we were healthy—­financially stable, steadily growing attendance, baptizing and discipling and serving. Everything was going great on paper.

			

			There was this one nagging issue, though. I kept on reading the New Testament. I just couldn’t shake the honest realization that the experience rumored about on the pages of Acts was much different from my own. Even though the apostles faced plenty of persecution, trials, and conflicts, they seemed to carry the burden of leading the early church lightly. But I felt I was carrying the weight of the world. They seemed like they were having the adventure of a lifetime. I was stressed and exhausted. They were stewarding teeming life. I was stewarding finances and attendance figures.

			Everything was going great on paper, but I was longing for more than a story on paper. I wanted a lived story. How could I rip this life off the pages of Scripture and discover it here and now—­in this place, among these people? I’d barely made it two years into this pastor gig and was already facing a quiet crisis. Everything was glistening on the surface, but I carried a holy discontent within.

			Not long after starting my Monday-­night prayer walks, my wife, Kirsten, found me weeping alone in the living room on a Tuesday morning.

			“Tyler, are you okay?” she asked.

			“I’m not sure,” I replied, once I could get words out. “Weeping” is probably too polite a word for what I was doing. “Wailing” is a better word for it. I was crying like I hadn’t cried since I was a little boy who got too gymnastic for my athletic prowess on the backyard swingset.

			Just a few minutes earlier, I’d been preparing to walk out the apartment door and head to the church to lead a staff meeting. Then I’d suddenly, profoundly broken. Tears poured out of me like a dam held back for far too long.

			What had brought me to this point? It was true that I’d been dealt a series of pastoral disappointments recently, with the latest leaving me feeling abandoned by someone I trusted. Completely blindsided.

			But that wasn’t what had knocked me prostrate. That was just the final straw—­the one that broke the camel’s back. Something deeper was behind my tears that morning. It was the increasing distance between the wonder and freedom that had started me on this journey with Jesus and the increasing weight I’d picked up along the way—­weight I was never meant to carry on my own.

			Rumor to Reality

			One of the breakthrough insights of famed Swiss psychologist Carl Jung was his definition of psychological health. To paraphrase, Jung observed that everyone—­every last one of us—­has a gap between our perceived self and our actual self. There’s a gap between my perception of myself (who I think I am, how I think I come across, how I think others see me), and reality (who I really am, how I really come across, and how others actually see me). Psychological health, according to Jung, is narrowing the gap between my perceived self and my actual self as much as possible.2

			That’s true for me. And it’s true for you. Kinda scary, huh?

			Of course, this gap between perceived and actual self is much easier to see in others. We are all painfully aware of the varying degrees of self-­delusion our coworkers, friends, and family members carry within them. But even though that same delusion is present within us, we find it difficult to see.

			I’d argue spiritual health is a lot like that. Spiritual health is closing the gap between biblical rumor and actual life as narrowly as possible. Spiritual maturity is narrowing the gap between Kingdom promise and daily grind; between what I believe in my head and what I know in my heart, my emotions, and my bones; between the core beliefs I recite in creeds and sing in worship anthems and the core beliefs I live day in and day out. Spiritual health means that inevitable gap between the story on the page and the story of my life narrows and narrows like a door creaking shut on a dark room until there’s barely a blade of light left.

			

			The Holy Spirit is the experiential agent of the Trinitarian God, narrowing the gap between biblical promise and everyday experience and leading to greater spiritual health and maturity.

			Quiet crisis, loud crisis, or a combination of the two—­everyone who attempts to follow Jesus without a deep, rich understanding of and relationship with the indwelling person, presence, and power of the Holy Spirit will one day be confronted by the gap—­maybe the troublingly wide gap—­between biblical rumor and actual life.

			A Sunday Morning in London

			I became fascinated by the Anglican renewal that swept through England in the 1980s and early ’90s. John Wimber (the de facto founder of the Vineyard movement in the US, a So-­Cal–­born family of charismatic churches) ironically had a much more profound influence on the church in the UK than the church in his own country. It started with a preaching tour at a number of traditional Anglican parishes in the English countryside. The Spirit moved so profoundly that signs and wonders broke out, and dog-­collar-­wearing, smells-­and-­bells priests were experiencing miracles as a regular phenomenon. A unique charismatic expression grew up that held tradition and new life in tension: the contemplative and charismatic living together under one roof. These churches may have been a fumbling mess in many ways, but they were alive in the same way the Acts church was alive. That was the word on the street, anyway.

			In early 2016, I boarded a plane on a journey to see for myself. When my flight touched down in London, I was full of hope that maybe I’d glimpse some of what I’d been asking for on all those Monday night prayer walks.

			I figured that if God were really to speak personally and profoundly to me, I had to be spiritually prepared. I needed to see the sun rise and spend several hours in prayer and achieve some kind of inner state of utter transcendence. So when I peeled my severely jet-­lagged self out of bed the morning after arriving, that’s exactly what I had in mind.

			Instead I lived one of those mornings where everything goes horribly wrong. I went jogging through Hyde Park, got lost, and remained calm until I ended up in a bathroom emergency situation in a foreign land. Eventually I found my way back to my Airbnb, but by the time I was showered and once again out the door, I discovered that the local coffee shop opened late on Sunday mornings, and I was out of time to achieve the Zen state I had planned. I walked to the first of three churches I planned to visit that day, frustrated and uncaffeinated, muttering a quick, defeated prayer as I hustled down the sidewalk: “Lord, I’ve come all this way out of hunger to know the power of the Holy Spirit. Show me today how to live in the power of your Holy Spirit.”

			The worship gathering I attended was entirely under­whelming. The crowd was sparse (turns out it was a holiday weekend). I was a stranger, a first-­time visitor, and they were doing everything they could to sign me up for all their groups, which was a bit off-­putting. The pastor got up to preach and announced the title of his sermon: What Does the Holy Spirit Do?

			I wasn’t moved by the teaching in the slightest. He’d manuscripted every word and delivered it with a staggering lack of charisma, but he closed with an altar call of sorts—­an invitation for anyone who wanted more of the Holy Spirit to come to the front. I thought, Well, I’ve already crossed an ocean, so might as well walk a few more steps.

			As I stood there with my eyes closed and hands open, waiting for someone to pray for me, a hand landed on my shoulder—­not to pray for me but to awaken me. The pastor with the mediocre, uninspiring sermon was shaking me. “Hey, open your eyes. Come with me.”

			He proceeded to escort me around the room with him while he ministered to people, telling me what to do: “Lay your hand on her shoulder. Now pray blessing. Wait, listen. Do you have any sense from God come to mind, any thought at all? Okay great, pray it over her.”

			Eventually the altar area cleared out. I asked the pastor, “Why’d you do that?”

			“Do what?” He looked confused.

			“Why’d you take me around with you?” I responded. “Why tell me to pray for people, show me what to do? You’ve never met me before. I could’ve been nuts.”

			“Yeah, good point,” he said, like this possibility was honestly just occurring to him. “It’s just that, as I was making my way through the people responding, I saw you. Then I heard the Lord whisper to me, ‘Here’s a man filled with the Holy Spirit who has no idea how to live in the power of the Holy Spirit. Show him,’ So I did.”

			It was the direct answer to the exasperated prayer I’d muttered earlier that morning on the sidewalk.

			And that was it for me—­when the story began to come off the page.

			_

			It was the combination of a long, slow, quiet crisis and the hunger awakened by a taste of the Spirit’s power in London that left me wandering New York City, mumbling prayers on Monday nights and asking God for one simple thing: to show me and teach me the ministry of his Holy Spirit.

			“I want that. God, I want to know you in every way I see in Scripture, to lead like they did in Acts, to steward the miraculous, to live that kind of life. I want to know the presence and power of your Spirit, but I’m not even sure where to start.”

			Not long after I hit that breaking point, weeping in my living room, God answered my prayers, and the years since have been the ride of my life. I started not just reading a biblical story but living one. And you know what? The burden is light, the adventure unpredictable, the presence and power real—­and I’m having the time of my life. That combination of crisis and hunger has turned out to be the most potent accelerant in my spiritual life to date.

			Salt On Your Lips

			Saint Augustine is credited with praying, “Lord, you have put salt on our lips that we may thirst for you.” That’s what this book is—­salt on your lips that you may thirst for living water.

			When it comes to the Holy Spirit, in my pastoral experience I’ve encountered three categories of people: the thirsty, the suspicious, and the uninformed.

			Some of you are thirsty for more of God, longing for any and every way you might experience his presence and power. However, it is not only possible but tragically common to have the right desire without a biblical foundation for that desire. To the thirsty, I want to dig you a biblical well to satisfy that thirst. I hope that in these pages you might taste and see.

			Others of you hear the name “Holy Spirit,” and it makes you more suspicious than excited. Your guard shoots up. That’s often because of unfamiliarity—­you may have been shaped in a church tradition that more-­or-­less brushed over topics like the Spirit and his gifts. The supernatural events that pepper the pages of the New Testament were studied but never expected and certainly not pursued. And when that’s been your experience, an introduction to a new expression of a familiar spirituality can feel threatening. Just as often, though, suspicion is born of familiarity—­you may be recovering from a painful or manipulative spiritual experience under the banner of “Holy Spirit.” And when you have been on the receiving end of a toxic charismatic environment, perhaps the safest place to stay is far away from anything that resembles your past. To the suspicious, I want to (re)introduce you to the Holy Spirit as a person to know and be known by, not a power to wield or an experience to force.

			Finally, some of you are simply uninformed. Something like those sincere disciples Paul encountered in Ephesus: “ ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?’ They answered, ‘No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit,’ ”3 a statement aimed less at intellectual ignorance and more at experiential unfamiliarity with the full inheritance won for them in Christ. And that’s probably the ideal starting place—­a blank canvas on which to paint the expectation of an experiential spirituality. To the uninformed, the pages that follow are an invitation to wrap yourself in the biblical story until you find it has come off the page and into the daily grind of ordinary life.

			The aim of this book is to offer readers from each of these three starting places a (re)introduction to the person of the Holy Spirit and an invitation to live, in the obligations and opportunities of ordinary life, clothed in the power of the Holy Spirit.

			Part 1: When the Advocate Comes is rooted in the dialogue between Jesus and the disciples in John 14–17, tracing Jesus’ words on that evening through holistic biblical metaphors that paint a picture of who the Spirit is and how we relate to God as Spirit.

			Part 2: Spiritual Experience as Everything or Nothing offers an important explanation of two limited but tragically common ways of relating to the Holy Spirit that today’s church tends to gravitate toward, illustrated through two lesser known New Testament characters. The aim of this section is to help readers identify how they’ve been formed or de-­formed in relationship to the Holy Spirit, navigating what healthy growth in an experiential spirituality might look like from either end of the spectrum.

			Part 3: Clothed with Power from on High is a thoughtful and practical consideration of some of the gifts and expressions of the Spirit’s presence and power that are frequent on the pages of the New Testament but mysterious, abused, or absent in much of today’s church. The aim of these chapters is to make the ministry of the Spirit accessible to ordinary people in search of an experiential spirituality.

			In the end, my hope is that this book will bring the biblical story off the page and put language to your desire, converting desire into prayer and prayer into life—­the Spirit-­empowered kind of life here and now in a fallen world.

		



	


		

[image: Stylized line illustration of a bird in flight.]

		
			Part one

			When the 
Advocate Comes

			The Person of the Holy Spirit

			But very truly I tell you, it is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.

			Jesus Christ (John 16:7)

			
			You and I are living through a historic cultural shift. In a single generation we’ve gone from the advent of the internet to the internet carried around in everyone’s pocket. From social gatherings to social media. From hometowns where everybody knows your name to transiently bouncing from city to city with the freedom to reinvent yourself. From basic goods driving the economy to ideas and startups driving the economy. From a common, cultural spirituality to widespread suspicion of anything common when it comes to spirituality.

			And whenever culture is changing, the church, which exists within culture and context, is changing with it.

			Summarizing the message of Phyllis Tickle’s book The Great Emergence, Presbyterian minister and author Marjorie Thompson writes, “We are undergoing the most recent of our every-500-year ‘rummage sales’—­an upheaval in culture and worldview that will inevitably reshape our faith interpretations and institutions as surely as the Great Schism of the eleventh century and the Great Reformation of the sixteenth Century.”1

			Thompson goes on to name the characteristics of this tsunami wave of change hitting the church: It is profoundly Spirit-­centered, seeking discernment from deep listening. It is more concerned with right practice than with right belief. It is comfortable with questions and leery of answers. It embraces tension and paradox over the dualistic absolutes of right and wrong. It rejects hierarchical structure, welcoming shared leadership and democratic decision-­making.

			Today’s young adults and the generation following them are far more open to experience than explanation. They’re much more likely to try a yoga class or a mindfulness meditation app or even an hour in a Christian prayer room than listen to a sermon. And that’s new.

			

			Post–­World War II generations wanted information and answers to hard questions, which is why books like The Case for Christ and Evidence that Demands a Verdict did so well. It was a heyday for apologists. Win my mind, and you get my heart.

			But beginning with millennials, and increasingly in subsequent generations, a new era has dawned. Today’s young adults are suspicious of experts, forever aware that there’s always another perspective on any topic. But when a message we hear matches or resonates with our experience, that message wins our trust. Win my heart, and you get my mind.

			This sheds light on the political toxicity in America and other Westernized nations. For example, whose view matters on immigration policy? Is it the politician with a Harvard background? Or is it the first-­generation immigrant who fought countless personal battles to cross the border? Depends on who you ask.

			The same holds true within the church. Whose opinion matters on suffering? Is it the pastor who studied the topic in a cozy office while sipping coffee and combing through commentaries? Or is it the person who’s suffered, who’s weathered the storm of an unthinkably difficult loss and made it through still clinging to Jesus? Most listen to experience before expertise these days, so when it comes to faith, what used to be “convince me” has now become “show me.”

			The doorway that stands open between the church and the broader culture is a thoughtful, experiential spirituality grounded in the person of the Holy Spirit. And yet within the church the very Holy Spirit Jesus was so eager to give us has become mysterious and divisive. We are desperate for a (re)introduction to the person of the Holy Spirit, who has become feared, forced, and—­for the majority of us—­simply a familiar stranger.

			Part 1 of this book is a (re)introduction to the person of the Holy Spirit. Its aim is a rediscovery of all that was behind Jesus’ baffling claim that God’s indwelling presence through the Spirit was (and is) even better than his bodily presence with us. In recent times God’s Word and God’s Spirit have been unfortunately pitted against one another, with many churches magnifying one while neglecting the other. In Christian tradition, however, Word and Spirit are viewed as interconnected, complementary mediums working together to introduce us to the intimate mystery of God’s person. In this first section I hope to reunite what has recently been tragically separated.

			Each chapter will trace a different biblical metaphor for the identity of the Holy Spirit but follow the same path:

			
					Creation explores the Spirit’s presence and role in Genesis, discovering the Spirit at the story’s very beginning.

					Roots traces the Spirit’s presence through the scenes of the Old Testament.

					Jesus represents the Spirit’s active role in the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Christ.

					Then is a look at the way the New Testament church related to the Spirit.

					Now is an invitation to know and practice the Spirit’s relational presence here and now.

			

		


	
		

		
			one

			The Familiar Stranger

			When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father—­the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father—­he will testify about me. And you also must testify, for you have been with me from the beginning.

			John 15:26–27

			“You guys are gonna love croquet! It’s just like mini golf, but you get to hit the ball harder with these big mallets.”

			I was trying to salvage an obviously disappointing scenario. As a father of young boys, I’ve become an expert at two critical skills: hyping an upcoming fun experience and redirecting disappointment. Some days, like this one, I attempt both back to back.

			I was on the Isle of Wight, a charming English island just south of the mainland, and it was a perfect day in May. That morning we’d spotted a mini golf course, and my sons Hank and Simon (six and four years old at the time) had their hearts set on trying it out. They’d even planned the color of their golf balls and invented a scoring system they’d use to determine a champion.

			They were elated as we wound our way up the quaint, narrow roads toward the old, run-­down amusement park. We had to park a good ways away, and after a long walk up a steep embankment, we finally crested the hill and laid our eyes on the object of their desire. Closed.

			I couldn’t believe it. It was 5:07 p.m. Apparently they had closed at 5:00 p.m. Employees were flooding out. Gates were being locked. There were hours of daylight left, but this place was a ghost town, even on a summer night fit for Ferris wheels and funnel cakes.

			That’s when my second skill set kicked into operation. I’d spotted a croquet set in our host’s garden-­side shed the day before. My boys had never heard of croquet, a game more fit for pleated pants and senior living facilities than rowdy little ones.

			As we walked back down that steep hill toward the car, I took each of their hands in mine and began telling them how much better croquet in the yard was gonna be than what they’d been anticipating—­a mini golf club in one hand and a dripping vanilla soft serve in the other. I gave it my best shot. They weren’t buying it.

			John’s account of Jesus’ final night reads a lot like that to me. Jesus said something hard to understand, even for the most seasoned disciples: “I’m going away, but that’s going to make it so much better!”

			John 14–17 records one long conversation between Jesus and the twelve disciples. Wedged right between the Last Supper and his arrest in Gethsemane, Jesus cracks a wry smile and says, “Look, my days with you are numbered. But I’m sending you my Spirit, and that’s even better!” That’s the sentiment, at least. Jesus’ actual words were, “But very truly I tell you, it is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”1 So according to Jesus—­and he’s remarkably clear about this—­the Holy Spirit is a staggering improvement to a direct, face-­to-­face conversation with God in the flesh. God’s indwelling presence through the Holy Spirit surpasses God’s bodily, human presence through Jesus. That’s what he said.

			

			The most interesting part of that, at least to me, is this: We don’t buy it.

			We’re not alone. The twelve didn’t buy it either. They were looking at Jesus the way Hank and Simon were looking at me on that downhill walk to the car on the Isle of Wight. They’d been planning and anticipating their imagined experience of Jesus’ Kingdom—­the size and location of their thrones, the respective legacies they’d leave behind—­all of which, to be fair, were rooted in a common interpretation of the biblical prophets, not a narcissistic ego. The point is, they already had an ice cream–­dripping, mini golf–­playing vision in mind, so all this talk of Jesus’ exit and the Holy Spirit’s arrival sounded as appealing as croquet back in the yard.

			The disciples didn’t buy it, and neither do we. Honestly, how many of us would trade our current experience with the Holy Spirit for one face-­to-­face chat with Jesus? Basically all of us, right? Regardless of maturity, commitment, gifting, education, or tradition, most of the people dotting pews across the globe on any given Sunday are a bit underwhelmed with the experience of the very promise that got Jesus so excited. The “better plan” that made Jesus momentarily giddy on the march to his own execution? We’d trade it back if we could.

			The biblical story presents a triune God—­three persons, one God; a God in communion—­Father, Son, and Spirit.

			We generally get the Father. He’s God in heaven parenting all of us, his children.

			We know the Son. Jesus, who came and lived among us, sharing our human experience.

			The Spirit, though, has become something of an urban legend. We’ve all heard the rumors, but has anyone actually spotted the yeti? The Spirit is like that person in your friend group who you’ve spent hours in a room with but never personally talked to. You’ve been associated with them by proxy, related to them primarily through association. Inevitably, some moment comes around—­mutual friends all get up from the dinner table simultaneously, or the two of you arrive first, or you end up carpooling together or something—­and there’s that inevitable moment when you’re stuck for a few minutes, just the two of you, trying to make conversation. And it’s so awkward you’re dying inside. That’s the Holy Spirit for so many in today’s church.

			The 2014 “State of Theology” survey conducted by Ligonier Ministries, which aimed at uncovering commonly believed heresies in the modern church, asked participants this true-­or-­false statement: “The Holy Spirit is a force, not a person.” Fifty-­one percent of respondents said “true,” 42 percent said “false,” and 7 percent said “I don’t know.”2 In contrast, the 2022 “State of Theology” survey showed that 60 percent of committed Christians answered “true.”3 Meaning nearly two-­thirds of American Christians believe the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, is a force to be wielded, not a person to know and be known by. A familiar stranger.

			ONE: Creation

			In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.4

			The Holy Spirit is not a New Age, mystical teaching introduced after Jesus. The Spirit was present at creation, named in the Bible’s opening lines. In Hebrew, the original language of Genesis, we read, “And the ruakh of God was hovering over the waters.” The Hebrew ruakh, like its Greek counterpart pneuma, can be translated into English as either “spirit” or “breath.”5

			Later in Genesis we come to this passage: “Then the Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.”6 Genesis often uses the phrase “the breath of life” to describe living creatures.7 We only have life because God breathes life into us. Sometimes the phrase “breath of life” uses ruakh (the same Hebrew word used in Genesis 1:2 to talk about the Spirit of God) and sometimes it uses a roughly synonymous word. But the concept is clear: The same Spirit (or breath) of God that orders and fills all of creation in Genesis 1 fills people with his divine life—­his Spirit. Hang on to that.

			TWO: Roots

			Throughout the Exodus story that follows on the heels of Genesis, God’s presence is described as a dense cloud. A cloud guides the Israelites through the desert toward the promised land. A cloud visibly descends on Mount Sinai when God meets with Moses face-­to-­face. Eventually God instructs Moses to build a tabernacle, which is translated from a Hebrew word meaning “tent.”

			Sounds a bit ridiculous, right? Build God a tent so he can go camping with us?

			It may sound ridiculous to the twenty-­first-­century Western reader, but in Moses’ ancient Near Eastern world, this was a revolutionary thought. The ancients imagined deities bound by location, like a sun god and moon god, the god of the stars or of the sea. A tabernacle meant Yahweh was strikingly personal—­God walking with his people, staying with his people, among his people in their sleeping and waking, coming and going, grieving and celebrating. This conception of a personal God was so strikingly unique that the prophet Isaiah borrowed the image of Moses’ tent for his discussion on the reunification of heaven and earth.8

			The final verses of the Exodus story include this description: “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.”9 The cloud—­the visible presence of God leading the people—­took up residence among the people and moved in to dwell with them. Later the scene repeats itself in the commissioning of Solomon’s temple—­the glory of the Lord, in the form of a cloud, took up residence among God’s people.10

			While there is unthinkable beauty in a God who would come this close to make a home with his people, there is equally a disappointing wrinkle in each account. It’s good because God’s presence is clearly among his people, and that’s wildly intimate. But it’s incomplete because even with this God, there are still significant limits to the intimacy.

			Moses could not enter the tabernacle he built when the cloud first filled it, because God’s glory was inapproachably powerful. And as for the rest of the people? On one occasion when God was meeting with Moses on Mount Sinai, anyone who even set foot on the base of the mountain was to be put to death.11

			The same goes for Solomon’s temple. The priests couldn’t even perform the worship service when God showed up. God’s glory was so powerful that no one doubted his existence but neither could they stand in his presence. No one could experience real intimacy with the powerful God of the temple. In fact, only the high priest could enter the portion of the temple known as the holy of holies, where the presence of God dwelt, and only once a year on the Day of Atonement, or what is commonly referred to today as Yom Kippur. And even then, when the high priest went in, the other priests tied a rope to his ankle so they could retrieve his body in case he dropped dead before the glory.

			God’s presence with his people highlighted his fierce commitment to and pursuit of them, as well as the persistent distance between an “east of Eden” people and a holy God. The tabernacle and temple represent an era of presence without intimacy—­good, but incomplete. This isn’t to say that no one experienced intimacy with Yahweh, but to know and speak to God face-­to-­face (as we see with Abraham, Moses, and others) was exceptional, not common.

			

			THREE: Jesus

			The Gospel writer John opens his account by tying the person of Jesus to the ancient revelation of Yahweh. “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”12 The English “made his dwelling” is from the Greek skenoo, which literally translates “to set up a tabernacle.” The most direct translation is, “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among us.”

			The Old Testament pattern was to build a tabernacle and God would fill it with his glory (his presence). John opened his gospel by describing Jesus as a tabernacle filled with God’s glory (his presence). The glory of God that filled the tabernacle has now filled the body of Jesus. He is the living, breathing, walking, talking tabernacle.

			The pages that follow reveal that this is much more than just a clever play on words. It’s the basis for understanding Jesus’ life. He went around acting like he was the tabernacle. One of the reasons Jesus got in so much trouble with the priests of his day was because he did a whole bunch of things you weren’t supposed to do outside of the temple.

			For instance, he walked around telling repentant people, “You’re forgiven.” And the priests balked at that notion. If someone needed grace, they went through cleansing rituals, offered the required sacrifice for the offense, and were granted forgiveness by the qualified priest at the temple. That’s more than just legalistic ritual. They got it from Moses, the founder of the tabernacle. It’s in the Torah, so who does this renegade rabbi think he is?

			But here’s Jesus, again and again—­no cleansing, no temple, no sacrifice, no priest—­“Do you want to repent? Okay. You’re forgiven
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