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			“I could not put this book down. Surely the most needless tragedy in the body of Christ is bored Christians. Following Jesus is the wildest ride on earth. It’s time we took off the seat belts.”

			Beth Moore
Best-selling author, speaker and founder of Living Proof Ministries

			“ ’Aslan is not a tame lion,’ wrote C.S. Lewis. Mark Buchanan shows us what this means. The undemanding God-in-a-bottle genie, Who exists to serve us, is a modern heresy. It’s the God of the Bible who’s actually calling the shots! We are the servants of a fierce King—One who is gracious but never manageable. Your God Is Too Safe reminds us again and again what it means that ‘Jesus is God—and we’re not!’ Strangely, it’s dangerous faith in our untamed Savior that leads us to the joy we crave. The breath of life rises off of the pages of this book!”

			Randy Alcorn, author of The Treasure Principle, Lord Foulgrin’s Letters, Dominion, and Deadline

		

	
		
			I dedicate this book to my BMW—Beautiful Marvelous Wife: Cheryl, thank you for your purity of heart and deep prayerfulness. You are to me living proof that the things unseen matter most and shape us most; and to my children: Adam, Sarah, and Nicola, thank you for your laughter and wonder and hope. You continually remind me that I walk on holy ground. I love all of you.
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		FOREWORD

		THE CHRISTIAN LIFE HAS LIFE AS ITS SUBJECT, NOT CHRISTIAN. Life is the noun; Christian is only the adjective. Not that the adjective is unimportant. It is, in fact, necessary, for life is subject to many distortions and illusions, betrayals and reductions. The adjective Christian is intended to set life apart from the diluted, deviant, or counterfeit forms that seek to pass themselves off as the real thing.

		But the adjective doesn’t seem to be working very well these days. Instead of giving the noun a salty zest, it often flattens it to something hardly distinguishable from bland survival. This is not good. In this book about the formation of the Christian life, however, the adjective is used very well, indeed.

		An accurate understanding of the formation of the Christian life requires three things: stories well told, Scripture sharply imagined, and language skillfully used. All three are essential.

		Stories. A story is the verbal form that most adequately conveys our actual, day-to-day, ordinary lives—who we are and the way we live. These days, virtually all the words used to account for what we are and mean—test scores, census figures, medical data, psychological profiles, academic transcripts, economic status, work performance, religious affiliation, racial category, political opinion, moral behavior—are abstractions and generalizations that lump us into impersonal file drawers. They are observations of outsiders that have little to do with who we really are. Only story provides the diction and syntax that reveals the unique particular, the inner identity, and the intricate web of relationships that account for who we are—our life.

		Unfortunately, most of the attention we receive in contemporary society is indifferent to story; that is, to the way we actually live, our personal uniqueness. Most of the people who seek to understand us and tell us what they understand are not interested in us at all, but in something about us that they can use to their profit or fix for a fee. The more such de-storied language gets inside of us, the less storied we become. Life leaks away.

		The formation of the Christian life requires stories well told.

		Scripture. Scripture reveals God present and at work in our world and our lives. The revelation is given in the context of a multitextured, meandering, and somewhat baggy account of ancient Israel and early church, at the core of which is the crisp, focused life of Jesus. Most of the Christian life has to do with who God is and what He does in Israel, the church, and Jesus. Scripture is our primary access to this massive, all-encompassing, all-involving revelation. All the terms and details of our lives are worked out in the presence of God’s life in responsive relation to Jesus.

		But we live in a time and place in which we feel that we are or ought to be “on our own.” And we are technologically so far removed from Bible times that whatever went on in that world, however true it might have been, seems totally remote. Understandably, then, we are impatient with those arcane details packed into the pages of our Scriptures. “Give us a summary of the truth,” we say, “some ‘biblical principles’ by which we can live.” But we can no more summarize and generalize God’s revelation in Scripture than we can our own lives. Summary reduces. Generalization reduces. But we want life. The personal and lived details are essential. God is person, and we cannot respond to Him as category or function or idea. If we are to live fully and well, we have to know whom we are living with and for. When Scripture is depersonalized, we lose access to the very ground beneath our feet.

		The formation of the Christian life requires Scripture sharply imagined.

		And language. Language is the primary means by which life develops and matures. God, the Lord of language, spoke the world and our lives into being. Jesus, the Word made flesh, used language to proclaim the existence of the kingdom of God, call disciples, forgive sin, heal bodies, rebuke injustice and hypocrisy, express love, and teach the truth. Our words, spoken and written, continue to make, form, and shape life. Nothing about us is more life generating, life deepening, and life enriching than our use of language.

		It follows that the widespread degradation and trivialization of language that marks our present culture constitutes a major threat to life. When language is taken over by those who sell, propagandize, bully, demean, mislead, and gossip, life is cheapened to a commodity; people are reduced to customers. And so it is of critical importance that the men and women who care fervently about life—life-in-formation, the Christ-formed life—be passionately attentive to the use of language. When the Christian life is spoken or written in tired clichés and sentences sodden with saccharine, the adjective Christian diminishes the life.

		The formation of the Christian life requires language skillfully used.

		Mark Buchanan has used stories, Scriptures, and language to provide those of us who have set out to “walk before the Lord in the land of the living” (Psalm 116:9) with a magnificent, cogent, and God-honoring manual of the ways in which we are formed by our Lord and the Spirit into life, life, and more life. His language, taut and sinewy, makes a tight weave of stories and Scriptures that not only tells us what this formation is, but also sets the words free to enact the formation, attracting us into what he calls the “holy wild,” where there is both space and reason to bless and be blessed.

		EUGENE H. PETERSON
PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF SPIRITUAL THEOLOGY
REGENT COLLEGE, VANCOUVER, B.C.

	
		Introduction

		I’VE TRIED IT, AND IT DON’T WORK

		I’m stuck.

		That’s the impulse behind writing this book: my own affliction with chronic spiritual fatigue; my own dwelling in the doldrums of the heart; my own realization that I was spiritually stalled, held in place by a dead weight of apathy, sloth, doubt, and fear.

		I had begun well. My conversion to Christ combined—at least in my over-literary imagination—the best of the legendary conversions.1 Like the apostle Paul, my arrogant defiance was knocked out of me by the accosting of the risen Christ, who blinded me with light and then removed the scales so I could truly see. Like Augustine, I was wooed Christward by what seemed to be a child’s voice. Like John Wesley, my heart was suffused with the strange warmth of heaven’s peace. Like C. S. Lewis, I was hauled, almost kicking and screaming, headlong into the kingdom by the sheer intellectual potency of Christianity.

		I hit the ground running. Immediately, I volunteered for everything, anything, that I felt vaguely interested in and marginally qualified for. I led youth group; I helped with music; I taught Sunday school; I wrote the church newsletter; I became a camp counselor; I served as a mentor to several young men.

		But something, somewhere, went awry. The zeal fizzled. The fire in my bones became only an ache in the joints. My running became plodding. My lightness became heaviness. My joyfulness became jadedness. I joined the ranks of the murmurers and faultfinders—those who didn’t like the music or the sermon or the color of the azaleas behind the church—and I found their number legion.

		And I got stuck.

		At first, it wasn’t so bad being stuck. I had, from before my conversion, well-practiced habits of cynicism and self-indulgence. This was territory I knew instinctively and traversed with agility. I didn’t have to work at it.

		At the end of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Tom and his friend Huckleberry Finn discover a large cache of stolen treasure, and the two become rich. A kindly woman, the Widow Douglas, takes Huckleberry in to give him a proper home and education. Huckleberry is part hobo, part hillbilly, part wild boy. He scrounges for food, wears smelly rags, and sleeps in a pig shed. But under the watchful and diligent care of the Widow Douglas, he gets scrubbed up and buttoned down. He has a warm, clean bed to sleep in every night, fresh clothes to wear (with shoes!), hot meals to fill his stomach, and a school to go to.

		But he chafes under it. So before long, he shucks it all and goes back to pig sheds and poaching. That’s the life he knows. That’s the life he doesn’t have to work at. As he tells Tom about life with the Widow Douglas:

		
			I’ve tried it, and it don’t work, Tom. It ain’t for me; I ain’t used to it. The widder’s good to me and friendly; but I can’t stand them ways.… I got to go to church and sweat and sweat—I hate them ornery sermons.… I can’t stand it.… I’d got to talk so nice it wasn’t no comfort—I’d go up to the attic and rip out awhile, every day, to git a taste in my mouth, or I’d ’a’ died, Tom. The widder wouldn’t let me smoke; she wouldn’t let me yell, she wouldn’t let me gape, nor stretch, nor scratch, before folks.… And, dad fetch it, she prayed all the time! I never see such a woman! I had to shove, Tom—I just had to.2

		

		It don’t work … It ain’t for me … I ain’t used to it. That was me in the things of the Spirit. Gossip and grumbling were my mother tongue, and this new language of praise and exhortation was as foreign and inflected to me as Cantonese. Self-seeking was an inborn and sharply honed instinct in my blood, and these much vaunted Christian virtues of humility and servanthood were as stiff and constricting as a Victorian corset. My money was my money—and hard earned—and there was never enough of it anyhow, and this principle of tithing seemed usury And doesn’t the Bible condemn that?

		Like Huck, I seemed only to be able to live this new life by yielding to an outwardly imposed, sternly enforced regimen of starchy, dreary, wearying rules. I had to walk in a lockstep of legalism.

		But I couldn’t stand it.

		It was too easy to slip back into the old habits of mind and living. Going back was, in fact, natural.

		Yet I stayed in the church. I continued to lead, teach, help, attend. I never renounced my faith. I had times of fresh resolve and redoubled effort. But it wasn’t sustained.

		And I was tired. I was tired of teaching an unruly group of kids who couldn’t seem to care less. I was tired of the mere busyness of the church. I was tired of trying and failing. I was tired of not trying. I was tired of being tired. I was tired of being compliant and yet tired of being defiant. I had chronic spiritual fatigue, and as I looked around, it seemed the condition was epidemic.

		I was stuck, and though I was often lonely in it, I wasn’t alone.

		BUT I NOTICED SOME WHO WERE NOT STUCK. THERE WAS PASTOR Gager, who, nearing eighty, was so joyful he sometimes seemed giddy. He was spiritually robust and mature and grew ever more seasoned but was always fresh. Every time I talked with him, he told me what the Lord had spoken to him that day and how excited he was about it. Then he’d scrunch up the loose skin on his forehead so that his disheveled white eyebrows touched in the middle. He’d skewer me with his eyes, lay a slightly shaking but still strong hand on my shoulder, and say, “Mark, what is the Lord speaking to you?”

		There was Hazel Coneen, who, many years widowed, lived in a cramped, single-room apartment, a kind of monk’s cell, surrounded by pictures of her children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren. Her furniture was sparse and tacky. Hazel had ankles swollen to a stumpy thickness. She often had trouble breathing, her words threadbare from the effort of it. But whenever I asked her how she was, Hazel would exclaim, “Oh, Mark, I am so wonderful. God’s faithfulness is new every morning. It’s true. It’s really true.” I could see that, yes, for her it was true.

		There was Ernie Brown, stricken with multiple sclerosis in his thirties. Now in his midforties, it took him a half hour to eat half a sandwich. His words came out like slag and shrapnel, his speech shattered by his erratic breathing. Sometimes I would have to ask him four times to repeat himself. One day, I mustered up the courage to ask him what his sickness had taught him about God. Without hesitating and with utter clearness he said: “God is good.”

		These people weren’t stuck.

		So I’ve set out to discover two things. First, why do so many of us get stuck? Why are we so susceptible to weariness and jadedness and evasiveness—what I call the awkward, backward, wayward life? Why does our life in Christ so often gather moss rather than bear fruit?

		Second, why do some people not get stuck or break free if they do? Why does their life in Christ grow richer, freer, more fruitful? Is there a cure for chronic spiritual fatigue, and if so, what is it?

		That’s what I’ve set out to ask. More importantly, that’s what I’ve set out to answer.

		LUKE TELLS A STORY THAT DRAMATIZES WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT here. The story is told in Luke 24:13–35. Jesus, only that day risen from the dead, joins two of His disciples—one named Cleopas—as they walk to the village of Emmaus. They are downhearted and dim sighted. They fail to recognize Him. He asks what they are discussing. In their gloom they tell Him about “Jesus of Nazareth,” a “prophet powerful in word and deed before God and all the people.” They speak of the hope they had pinned on this man Jesus, about how the religious rulers handed Him over to be crucified, and about the rumors—told by women and more troubling than consoling—of His resurrection. One thing is for sure: The tomb is empty, bodiless.

		Jesus listens and then speaks. “How foolish you are,” He says, “and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter His glory?” He goes on to explain from the Scriptures how Christ’s death was a fulfillment of prophecy.

		When they arrive at the village, the two men persuade Jesus, whom they still don’t recognize, to eat with them. He does, and as Jesus breaks the bread, gives thanks, and gives it to them, “their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. They asked each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?’ ”

		The heart condition of these disciples is twofold: slow and burning. That is a strange affliction—and common. One definition of Christ’s followers might be “those people of the slow, burning heart.” Sorrow and hope, awe and self-pity, wonder and worry, belief and doubt all mix loosely in us, tugging us one way, jostling us another. Jesus walks the road with us. But we can look straight at Him and not recognize Him. Jesus opens the Scriptures to us, for us, and often something happens within—a warming at times, a scorching at others. And just at those moments when finally the scales fall from our eyes and we see that, behold, it is Him, it is Jesus!—at that wondrous moment, He often up and vanishes. Our encounters with the risen Christ are mostly like that: enigmatic, fleeting, mere glimpses, little ambushes. And we’re left with the question: “Didn’t our hearts burn within us? Didn’t they?”

		The burning heart keeps us going on the journey. The slowness of heart makes the journey wearisome. A burning heart inspires us to run. A slow heart discourages us sometimes from even trudging. And sometimes it tempts us to run, yes, but away. Slowness of heart and the heart that burns within—both are inbred and crossbred, and we’re not reasoned very far in or out of either. We need to be more cunning than that, and more innocent. It will usually call for resting when we think we should be striving, and wrestling when we just want to sleep.
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		PART OF WHAT I HAVE SET OUT TO DO IS TO DIAGNOSE OUR slowness of heart—to lay the blackened, wizened thing on the table and find where it bloats or clots. To diagnose where we’re stuck and why we’re stuck and why it is so difficult for us to recognize Jesus even when He’s standing right beside us. Part 1 of this book is devoted to this diagnosis. I begin by looking at what I call living on borderland—the barren but crowded place between two worlds, between the lost and the found, the old and the new, the damned and the redeemed, where so many of us get stuck. I explore some of the reasons we live there, some of the excuses we make for it. I look, in short, at our slowness of heart.

		In 1961, J. B. Phillips wrote a book called Your God Is Too Small, a thin, sharply worded and prophetic call to give up our modern fetishes and idols, the cherished but foolish myths we have about God. We have made God man-size, Phillips argues. Or smaller. In our hands, God has become our image bearer, rather than we His. The god we worship is a shallow repository of all our idle wishes and half-baked whims. Phillips exposes those tendencies, explodes those myths, and then issues a call to return to the true God of mystery and sovereignty and intimacy, the God revealed in Jesus Christ.

		This book is called Your God Is Too Safe. I am not trying to rewrite Phillips’s book, and in truth, what I have set out to do is significantly different from what he has done. But we have this in common: the conviction that bad theology always produces bad living. If we get stuck, if we stay stuck, the root is almost always theological and spiritual: how we see God or don’t see God. It comes from wanting a god other than God—a god who is nice, innocuous, pampering, who forgets not our confessed sins, but our besetting ones.

		More and more we see God as safe. In one sense, of course, it’s true. God is safe. He is the one in whom we find refuge, our hiding place, a shield about us. He is the God of all comfort. He is the God of peace.

		But that’s not what I mean when I say we’ve made God too safe. I mean that we want Him to be comfortable rather than comforting. I mean that we want Him to be peaceable, to keep His peace, to be docile, rather than to be peacemaking and peace giving. And instead of being our hiding place, we would prefer that God be our ace in the hole. And if that doesn’t work, we’d prefer to hide from Him.

		And there is a kind of self-perpetuating downward spiral in all this. We often get stuck because we want a god who is too safe. And then we find, in the soft logic of our half-baked theology, that a too-safe god has no power to get us unstuck. His arm is too short for that. And He doesn’t care anyway: He validates our borderland dwelling. He’s the household deity of lapsed disciples. He’s the god of our understanding, the god who always understands. He doesn’t so much forgive sin; He accommodates it. He’s the god who makes anything more than living on borderland seem imprudent, fanatic, ill advised.

		THAT’S THE PROBLEM, STATED SIMPLY, YET MANIFEST IN A THOUSAND subtle ways. That’s what part 1 will address and explore.

		But diagnosis without prescription is a cruel thing. So the second half of this book seeks to be curative. I look at the secret that men like Pastor Gager and Ernie Brown and women like Hazel Coneen—and many more—have discovered: the way to keep slow hearts burning. There are men and women—you know a few—who live in the holy wild, the place far beyond the borderland, where God is God, not safe, but good.

		How do you get to that place and go deeper, ever deeper, into it?

		Part 2 will explore the ways men and women of all ages, through all ages, keep the fire in their hearts ever brighter, ever hotter, burning away its slowness—who fix their eyes on Jesus and throw off the sin that so easily entangles and run the race with perseverance. Who live in perpetual wonder with the God they can’t control.

		And they’re not stuck.

	
		
			Part One
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			LIFE IN BORDERLAND

			SIGMUND FREUD ARGUED THAT GOD IS ONLY OUR HUMAN yearning and dread, ancient as night, projected outward and upward. God is the Father we need, and yet need to kill. We invented Him to assuage our fears, yet seek to destroy Him as the object of our fear. He is our primary wish fulfillment and our most menacing rival. He is the Oedipus complex writ large.1

			Freud was wrong. But he had an instinctual rightness about one thing: we are deeply ambivalent toward God. Sometimes we flee Him; sometimes we seek Him. But our motives in either case are complex, mixed.

			And at times the gap between the god we want and the God who wants us is vast beyond bridging.

		

	
		Chapter One

		THE REFUGE OF THE STUCK

		A little town called Busia wedges up against the border between Kenya and Uganda. Busia has a scattering of ramshackle buildings, a nest of narrow, dusty streets. The air is hazy from the smoke of open fires. The streets are overcrowded with hawkers and money changers—as you walk, toothless or toothy men thrust at you bundles of money for exchange, soapstone dishes, wood carvings, beadwork, baskets. You must set your face like flint and walk steady, not too fast.

		Busia is a place of crossing. It is, actually, a place of double crossing. You cannot take a car from one country to the other. You have to walk the dusty earth between them. You go through the Uganda customs—a wood hut that splices together two lengths of steel mesh fence crowned with coils of barbed wire. The man in the hut wants to know why you were in his country, why you’re leaving it, what you’re taking with you, what you’re leaving behind. He frisks you. He’ll take a bribe if you want to avoid all this. Then you step into a brick building with several men who shuffle and stamp papers. Put money in their palms—especially American—and you can speed things up here, too. You step out of the brick building, thinking you’ve made it, thinking you’re in Kenya.

		You’re not. This, as I said, is a double crossing. Kenya has its own customs office, its own brick building with its own huddle of men shuffling and stamping papers. In between the two brick buildings—the Uganda one, the Kenya one—is a patch of ground. It’s not large: maybe 100 yards wide, 300 yards long. It’s borderland, no-man’s-land, claimed or defended by neither country. All laws are suspended here. Shoot a man, rob him, beat him: The guards on either side would watch, stolid, unmoving.

		There are two borders, then, two crossings to make. The Uganda one, the Kenya one. The two borders are testimony to an ancient blood feud between countries. They are brothers who refuse to speak to one another. And in between these two borders, this double crossing, is borderland.

		It is strange and frightening to walk through here. There are no laws to restrain anyone from doing anything. Stranger still, the place is thronged with people—peddlers, hawkers, beggars. It’s a carnival of the wayward and the waylaid. Why? Why would anyone choose to dwell here?

		Why would anyone choose to be stuck?

		Because, actually, it’s safe. It’s familiar. It’s ground that can be staked out, marked off, well trod, packed down. It holds some things in and keeps some things out. It may take endurance to live there, but not much else: It’s the endurance of inertia. Life there requires no discipline but falls into neat routines. It’s domesticated lawlessness. It’s chaotic, but predictable. Borderland might be dangerous, but even more, it’s safe.

		Borderland is a political and geographical reality. But it’s also a metaphor. There is a blood feud that divides Christ’s domain from the world’s, and a cross marks the crossing. Salvation is stepping over the boundary from our old life, the old land: freedom from its rule, its laws, its gods. It’s coming home from the far country. But sanctification is the journey into the new land: learning to dwell gladly in the Father’s house.

		It’s a way of life that’s hard to learn. The shape of the new land is, first, cruciform. It’s dangerous, difficult terrain. There are feasts, yes, but also graveyards, badlands, boot camps. It calls us to a constant dying. Borderland seems safer, a land of exile when the homeland is war torn. So we refine an aptitude for lingering, malingering: for borderland dwelling. For standing out in the muddy field, as smoke mixes with twilight, and refusing to come join the Father though He pleads with us.

		This book is about moving off the borderland. But it is also about mapping the borderland, naming its contents and discontents, tracing its contours, cataloguing its life forms and its deadliness. It’s an attempt to try to understand the borderland’s lure and its hold. Because often, very often, our experience of Christ and our life in Christ is a stunted, wizened-up thing. It doesn’t live up to the rhetoric. It’s like hearing music muted through water, kissing through canvas. It hardly seems worth the effort.

		We don’t want to go back. But neither are we particularly motivated to go forward. We’re stuck on borderland. On the day my brother was baptized, several years ago now, a man came up to him, a stalwart member of the church, and said that he had been waiting for twenty-eight years for God to do something with his life. And he was still waiting. Twenty-eight years. Twenty-eight years on borderland. I don’t know that man, but I have the grim certainty that were I to track him down, I would find him still waiting.

		But this—this inner deadness, this spiritual sleepwalking, this chronic stuckness—happens all the time and all around us. We know it, and often, in desperate attempts to ward it off or drive it away, we grope for immunities, remedies.

		We go to Bible college, hoping that will inoculate us against spiritual languor, will create in us robust faith. But many theological schools and Bible colleges are built on borderlands. There is the danger in such places that we will learn much about God and at the same time grow distant from God; we will study the intricacies of doctrine, but lose passion; we will become eloquent at God talk, but cease talking to God.

		We go to church, we sing, we pray, we listen to the Word read and preached. Maybe we take notes. Maybe we even lead some of it. And maybe our slow hearts burn within us. But walking away—just strolling to our car in the church parking lot, fifty-seven steps away—the conviction, “He’s alive!” dribbles down like water held in the hand. Monday morning, it’s still hard to get out of bed.

		[image: ]

		I’M SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND THE WEARINESS THAT SPREADS ITSELF over and soaks its way through so much of modern Christian living. I’m trying to diagnose the spiritual chronic fatigue syndrome in our churches. I’m seeking to comprehend our temptation to sleep when we are called to pray, to wield swords when we should bear crosses, to go shopping when we should be fighting, to either boast or gripe about what is sheer gift, to be loose-lipped with others’ secrets and tight-lipped about God’s Good News. I’m attempting to document the story, so varied yet so monotonous, about missing the grace of God. I’m setting out to tell, sympathetically but also ruthlessly, about our faintheartedness, and halfheartedness, and fickle-heartedness. I’m writing about life on the borderland.

		THERE IS A DREADFULNESS ABOUT GOD. THIS IS SELDOM SAID. It is where I want to begin. We often cherish a pious delusion about ourselves: that we truly desire God and that all that’s lacking to pursue deepest intimacy with Him is adequate skill, sufficient knowledge, proper motivation. But is that so? I’ve lived with myself long enough and been among God’s people long enough to know that our hearts are as slow as much as burning, that we have a fondness for parades and masquerades of holy living, but little appetite for the real thing. Down in our bones, mingled with our blood, silent and potent as instinct, is a dread of God. Part of our essence is a longing to flee. There is a fear of God, the Proverbs tells us, that is the beginning of wisdom, the threshold for knowing God. But that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about something more primal: a deep down craven terror, a black hole of unknowing.

		We know that we should desire intimacy with God. The better and saner part of us does. But there is in each of us a dark impulse toward separation, a love of distance. We want to see God, not face-to-face, but in rough silhouette, to hear, not the thunder of His shout or the sweetness of His whisper, but only rumors of Him, faint and faraway echoes.

		The story of Moses and the people of Israel is instructive. After God delivers the tablets of the Law at Sinai into Moses’ hands, the people witness the storm-stirring powers of God:

		
			When the people saw the thunder and lightning and heard the trumpet and saw the mountain in smoke, they trembled with fear. They stayed at a distance and said to Moses, “Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or we will die.” (Exodus 20:18–19)

		

		This is primal fear. The voice of God, the presence of God, holds not comfort but terror. We fear God the way we fear tigers and tyrants, cyclones and cyclopses: a power swift and capricious. So we want it muffled, mediated, caged. We settle for—no, demand—echoes, rumors, shadows. We long for hearsay about God, but do not ourselves want to hear God say anything. We want priests or envoys, some kind of go-between: someone else to handle the fire, to risk death or deforming or deafening in the encounter with the living God. This perhaps is the secret agenda of most pulpit committees: to find someone who will keep God afar, make God safe. Speak to us yourself, and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us.…

		Why are we like that? There is no easy explanation. Part of it, an obvious and large part, has to do with God’s holiness and our unholiness. In Exodus 33 we are told that God shows Moses His glory, but Moses must hide in the cleft of a rock and is only allowed a glimpse of the Lord’s back because if he sees God’s face he will die. We too have an instinctual knowledge of our unworthiness and cower in the rocks as God’s glory, in a whirlwind, flashes by Or we are like Adam and Eve, who, in the shamefulness of their sin, hid from God as He came walking through the Garden in the cool of the day.

		But there is something else, something more—or less. Jesus said He would not entrust Himself to man because He knew all men and knew what was in them (John 2:25). He knows our drowsy indifference to matters of highest importance, our rabid passion for matters that are trivial. He knows we get angrier at missing a bus or being delayed on a runway than we do at crimes of genocide. He knows we rejoice more in winning a game of pinochle than we do in the news that the hungry are fed, the lost are found. So Jesus doesn’t entrust Himself to us.

		But we return in kind. We don’t entrust ourselves to Jesus. Because we half-know what’s in the Man. Jesus is not fickle, but He’s unpredictable. God is on the loose through Him. We don’t mind the magician’s tricks—water into wine, bread crumbs and fish bones into banquet, lame men into dancers, mute ones into minstrels—but these field marshal commands of His—“Follow Me!”—we can do without.

		Follow You? I don’t think so. Follow You where? Have You made hotel arrangements? Did You purchase cancellation and travel insurance? What am I to wear? No, Jesus. I’m going to sit right here between worlds. I’m going to live here on borderland until You come up with a better offer.

		Until it’s safe.

		So here we sit, whiling our days away in this flat, empty place of in-betweenness.

		Most Christians I know are stuck. We feel caught in jobs we barely endure and often despise, in relationships that plunder us and baffle us and deepen rather than remove our aloneness, in activities that are soul wizening in their triviality and yet insatiably addictive. We squander jewels and hoard baubles. We experience harrowing emotions over mere trifles and can barely muster a dull ache over matters of shattering tragedy. We feel we’ve no time and no energy for the things that we know matter deeply, even eternally, but waste much time in silly and stultifying diversions: We are impatient with our child’s longing to spend ten minutes with us at bedtime, but then fritter away an hour in idle telephone chatter or two hours watching the latest studio-produced inanity on video. We gossip, even though we’ve made repeated resolves not to. We envy, resent, judge, avenge, sulk, and overeat. We read People magazine—maybe even Playboy—and FutureShop flyers, but not our Bible much. We feel that everyone else has more money, longer vacations, newer cars, nicer clothes, and fewer things going wrong with their hot water tanks, automobiles, and children than we do.

		We wonder where the freedom is for which Christ set us free. And this secret fear haunts us: Is everyone else fulfilled, and I’m the only one who’s not? Or even worse: Is no one fulfilled, and we are all just playing out a charade that we are?

		Meet, for example, James. James has an amazing gift with music. He can play nearly anything—strings, woodwinds, horns, percussion. Music soaks his bones and spills out of his ever agile hands, his rich and supple throat. He can dazzle and delight, even mesmerize. Yet he also has a real passion to lead people into God’s presence—Jesus must become greater, James must become less.

		But James also struggles with self-bullying and self-pity. No one, he thinks, really understands me. No one really appreciates me. They snatch up what I give and never say thank you, and if they speak it’s only to complain about what I did wrong. It’s never enough, or it’s always too much; it’s overdone or it’s underdone. That man who doesn’t sing is obviously disapproving. That woman who walked out halfway through is obviously protesting. And why should anyone thank me anyhow? I’m useless, inept, worthless. Who am I kidding thinking I have something to offer anyone? That other musician over there can render these songs with more subtlety and integrity and beauty than I ever could. It must be nice being him.

		And so it goes.

		Or meet Daphne. Daphne is attractive, intelligent, articulate. She is artistic, poetic, funny, fun, compassionate. She paints exquisite pictures. She has a sweet voice and a sweet way. People are easily drawn to her, and not just because of her beauty. She is charming without a hint of coyness.

		But Daphne carries, well-hidden beneath the brightness of her smile, the lightness of her ways, a crippling weight of inadequacy. She is haunted, sometimes to the point of paralysis, by fear of rejection. Everything she is or does seems to fall pitifully short of some looming, rigid but undefined standard of approval. Her whole life is lived under the hovering chill shadow of a stamp marked REJECT. At any moment a hand—whose?—could slam it down hard and score its sharp letters indelibly into her delicate flesh. She wants to offer her artistic gifts to the church, but is afraid that no one would want them, understand them, notice them—or, if they did, would scorn them. She hears the pastor speak often, too often, about not succumbing to the fear of man. Daphne feels like she is congenitally flawed in this area: that the holy courage and conviction the pastor so glibly endorses is, by some jest of God, forever denied to her.

		Or meet Jean, who is not pretty and not charming and not gifted. Who resents people like Daphne, and who would laugh, in a bitter, mirthless way, if she ever knew how Daphne really felt. What right does she have to feel sorry for herself? She should try living in my skin for a day. Jean has covered her anger and anguish with a raw jocularity. She acts like she doesn’t care. She makes barbed jokes, most of them about herself, jibes at her own appearance or ability. If you compliment her—and to be honest, few do—she deflects it with self-mockery. Inside, though, she’s dying. The person in the Bible she identifies with most is the man in the parable of the talents, the man who only gets one talent, buries it, plays it safe, and then is punished. That story, she thinks, is not an indictment of the man; it’s an indictment of God. It is a story of God’s stinginess and capriciousness. It’s a story about the poor getting poorer, the luckless more down on their luck. It’s a story about God’s way with her.

		Or meet Ben. Ben went to a men’s conference three years ago, and God spoke to him, broke him. He was the man from Laodicea, thinking he had it all. And God revealed his nakedness and poverty, his sickening lukewarmness. Ben repented, in tears. He made firm resolve to be, by God’s grace and strength, better: a better husband, a better father, a better employee, a better neighbor, a better man. In his heart, he scored the earth with a fixed boundary. He stepped over and swore he’d never go back. When the worship team closed with “I Have Decided to Follow Jesus,” Ben, who’s never been much for all this swooning music in church, sang with such gusto that he thought he might burst his lungs, rupture his throat. The joy in him was physical, a surging, gushing force, cleansing and filling.

		But that was three years ago. Ben came home, made an earnest and honest effort to live out his resolve. But somehow, somewhere, bit by bit, old ways accumulated: salty speech, griping at the office, impatience in traffic, irritation toward his children. And, in all, an ennui: boredom and frustration, mixed together like water and ash into a thick, musty paste, encrust all his doings. He doesn’t feel very Christian. Worst of all, most of the time he doesn’t care.

		These stories could be multiplied and then multiplied again. Joseph Campbell wrote a book, a kind of repackaging of Jungian philosophy, called The Hero with a Thousand Faces. It’s about each culture’s and subculture’s embrace of a Christlike archetype. It should be the story of the church: Christ’s face reflected in all our faces, His life embodied in all our lives. The manifold and many-splendored character of Christ in us and among us—the hero with a thousand faces. But there is another story in our churches, maybe more common: The Failure with a Thousand Faces.

		This is where many of us live, this wet, gray city, this lifeless tundra, this austere waiting room where we sit hopeful and afraid, longing for good news, expecting bad. Where if we hear Christ at all, it is His Emmaus road rebuke: How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe.

		This is borderland.

		Maybe you’re stuck here.

	
		Chapter Two

		THE GOD WHO’S NOT SAFE

		Who is the god of borderland? What is his name, and the name of his son? Tell me if you know! (Proverbs 30:4). Who is the one who gives theological sanction to our dwelling there?

		This is his name: the god who is too safe.

		The too-safe god makes us into borderland dwellers. Conversely, borderland dwellers make god too safe. Either way—whether we get lured into borderland because we seek a god less wild than the real God, or we end up on borderland by a different route but justify getting stuck there by fashioning a god who begs us to stay—the net result is the same: If you are on borderland, your god is too safe.

		Second Samuel 6 has a famous story David, secure in his kingship, ensconced in his new capital, brings the ark to Jerusalem. And as it comes, David dances. His dance is a kinetic outburst of sheer joy It is a pantomime of trust and surrender. Offer your body as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God, for this is your spiritual act of worship. So David dances.

		But things go tragically awry. There’s an accident: An ox stumbles, a cart lurches, the ark of the covenant totters, slides, threatens to tumble to the ground. Uzzah the priest is right there, though, and his instincts are razor sharp and lightning quick. He’s ready for just this kind of thing. He’s vigilant and diligent, hands hovering in anticipation. When the moment of crisis comes, Uzzah is prepared, saving the day. Liturgical impresario, him, master of ceremonies.

		God smote him dead.

		Why? Uzzah simply tried to keep the ark from tumbling to the ground. He tried to keep the flag from touching the dirt. This is good, we’d think. What any of us would do under similar constraints: the right and noble thing. But God kills him for it. Why?

		Uzzah is a strange hybrid: an iconoclastic bureaucrat. He’s a rule-flouting stickler, a nit-picking maverick. He makes radical breaks with convention, then rigidly adheres to his own conventions. Uzzah’s idea of carrying the ark on an oxcart was in clear breach of divine command. God had given detailed instruction about how the ark was to be transported: slung on poles and hefted by priests. Freighting the ark on an oxcart was a Philistine notion. It must have seemed to Uzzah more convenient, efficient, elegant, innovative. The latest fashion in worship accoutrements. Why didn’t God think of it? Well, we’ll amend that.

		It was always the hankering of the Israelites to be like the other nations. It’s always been the hankering of the church, too. If everybody’s doing it out there, it must be an improvement on what we do in here. Whatever keeps us current, that’s the thing.

		Uzzah was a novelty hound. But that in and of itself doesn’t appear to be the main problem. He was also a tradition monger. He had, indeed, a pharisaical disposition: to contrive or embrace the innovation, and then insist on it, kill or die for it. So Uzzah gets an oxcart and fusses so painstakingly over every little detail—makes such a binding tradition out of his newfangled innovation—that he forgets the one thing needed: worship. This is supposed to be about worship.

		Here is where Uzzah gets me. I’m a pastor. I am “responsible” for the church’s worship. I am paid to make sure it all glows and flows and steps on no one’s toes. And, frankly, it’s hard to preside and participate at the same time. It’s hard to lose myself in the presence of God when I’m the one appointed to not lose my head. Somebody’s got to make sure the songs move in the right thematic flow, in the perfect emotional key of elation or exhortation or solemnity. Is that guitar’s B-string a half note flat? Is that background singer doing unison when she should sing a one-sixth harmony part? Why are they doing another song when I told them the offering had to be taken before half-past?

		What if the ox stumbles and the ark falls off? Who will reach out their hand and steady it? Who will protect God? Somebody’s got to pay attention here. Not everyone can dance.

		Dead.

		Uzzah teaches us, at great personal cost, a valuable lesson about God. God is not safe. God is not
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