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			A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

			Except for direct quotations from specific authors, most references outside of scripture for this book were drawn from various media sources, such as forum discussions, debates, articles and essays, blogs, personal websites, sermons and lectures. As such when the seeds for this book where sown, I did not know to what extent I would develop it, nor did I have a precise idea at the time from where, other than scripture, I would get my material. With rare exception these sources were not directly quoted, but rather served as a mental springboard to explore an idea, further a theory or form a conclusion. In a sense, the inspiration for this book expanded from what began simply as a personal bible study on subjects that have always fascinated me, to finding out what other Christians thought about them as well. The impetus, however, came after a disturbing dream that spurred me on to complete this book sooner than later. Thus, this work became the melding of a biblical journey and our tradition through the eyes of an ordinary Christian, notwithstanding how our human condition influences both the Christian and Secular World View. The 2nd edition of this work attempts to further clarify and or expound on some statements as needed for better context, including any textual errors that were missed during the original edition. The planned for website www.inLetterAndinSpirit.com never materialized to serve as a springboard to a potential podcast platform. I have not ruled this out as a future possibility to engage an audience in various Christian topics of interest. 

			This being said, last but not least by any stretch, I thank my wife Laura for her patience and long-suffering in putting up with my clacking on the keyboard into the wee hours of the night, and serving as a sound-board for my thoughts and ruminations. The same thanks go to Noah, Hannah, and Ezra, our remaining children in the nest, who at times had to put up with a distracted dad caught up in a thought or two to be written down lest they escape, instead of paying attention to whatever activity we were doing at the time. Now in its 2nd edition, two have grown up with Ezra not far behind in making their own path in life. Much to their parent’s relief and thankfulness they have grown in the faith. A faith that has been their guiding compass in navigating life’s twists and turns.

		

	
		
			P r e f a c e

			“If one important truth is pressed to the exclusion of another truth of equal importance, it becomes an error, and loses its hold upon the conscience.”2 (Philip Schaff, 1819-1893)

			Though the chapters in this book were ordered for better thought flow, they are independent enough of each other to allow the reader to pick any heading of interest, and then go back to catch up with the rest without losing meaning or context. This book had its roots in a study that came about from a friendly e-mail debate on predestination that I had with a Christian brother, which got me much more involved in scriptural study than I had originally intended. In many ways the debate I had with my friend – an ardent 5-point Calvinist (5PC) - forced me to delve into my own doctrinal understanding to a deeper level than ever before. What began on and off as a nearly yearlong theological discussion with months of back-and-forth scriptural fencing, turned into a journey to discover how the human condition not only influences our doctrinal view and shapes our Christian walk, but the thoughts and aspirations of the secular realm as well. The motivation to write this book came primarily in the desire to encourage fellow believers, including those still sitting on the fence, not to allow themselves to be blindly polarized by opposing views (which sadly it too often does), but rather critically review what our own understanding of any given view is. Writing this book turned out to be as much a self-test and confrontation to reassess and sometimes escape my own ingrained tradition, as well as a challenge for us not to lean only on tradition - on what was heard and how one was brought up in forming our Christian World View - but rather on an active scriptural search for the truth through meaningful personal study and meditation. The non-believer can adopt much the same self-test through honest introspection of his own tradition. It will give him insight into the reasons for his unbelief, and may yet help him redress and thereby discover the path of truth. It was for this reason I decided to include a chapter on creation, as this subject is just as hotly debated. In character it follows the same pattern as other doctrinal disputations, except that the discrepancy we find here is between what we read from the word of God and the word of science, which often too liberally has been accepted as the final arbiter. Since this discussion serves as another valuable example, but is a sideline to the main body of this text, I’ve attached it as an annex instead.

			However, the driving force to complete this book with a sense of urgency came only after a disturbing dream that I will share in the first chapter of this book. With the unplanned insertion of this dream, my intention is to also show how easily one can inadvertently slip into self-justified noble tasks and actions, but subconsciously have the wrong motivations behind them. While from a doctrinal view I could appreciate this journey only in layman’s terms, I found that my theology shares aspects from both the Reformed/5PC and the Armenian/Wesleyan(A/W) view, without necessarily identifying with either group. I’ve also found that quite a few theological disputes appear to fall into the realm of deciphering the scriptural difference (particularly in the NT) between pastoral or doctrinal intent, especially and most critically in those areas where they seem to intersect and a case could be made for either. 

			Furthermore, this journey has convinced me even more in the love of our Lord that I have come to know, and wholeheartedly quote from one of my friend’s writings in our debate “…God has absolute and complete Sovereignty over the entire universe and this world and the world to come; over men, angels, devils and every creeping, living, breathing thing. For I find that the whole of scriptures testify to this truth”

			On the matter of Sovereignty, some staunchly framed by denominational doctrine might take issue that we could agree on this, coming from somewhat opposing theological views as it were. Although, for example, I do not share the Wesleyan view of inherited perfection, but rather the Reformed view that our perfection and holiness in Christ is imputed, I’ve thought at first that our theological differences were entirely in perspective/interpretation – a matter of disagreeing on how to explain the truth that is within us. I realize there might still be some of that, but after some serious study and research concluded that while both sides to varying degrees affirm human responsibility and God’s sovereignty, they both overextend themselves in what they deny on theological grounds. Hence, the title of this book “IN LETTER AND IN SPIRIT!” came in recognition of the tension often found between denominationally defined doctrinal statements and those of scripture, and the desire that such doctrine should be in harmony not only with what is written, but also with the Spirit it was written in.

			When we began our discussion, my initial quest was simply to write a rebuttal to my friend on some of his theological views. Our human disposition will reveal that often we are just paying heed to our emotion on a subject, before we realize that our reasoning is just an exclamation mark to that emotion, our own tradition, if you will, that significantly shapes our world view. In my case, I was vexed that I could not simply pound out a few pages for my friend and be done with it. It slowly dawned on me that our subject is impossible to handle on the surface and a lightning rod to inquisition, if handled only from the basis of a non-comparative point of view. Many theological excerpts from various authors appeared to be rather one-sided exposes served up to prime an already agreeable audience. Unwittingly I found myself having wandered into the same camp. Once I realized that I had deviated from my intended purpose, most everything up to then was either scratched or rewritten. Arduously I detached myself from the emotional aspect and delved into a neutral inquisitive mode. To say this was difficult would be an understatement as I was constantly confronted with critically examining my own tradition. God caused much soul searching during this transition, upon which I began a journey of inquiry from Genesis through Revelation, and a journey of discovery in how much our human nature and tradition influences the way we think and the beliefs we hold. Thus, the reader will find a two-sided expose to sometimes opposing theologies. While admittedly my human bias will still be evident, my hope is to show an alternative dialogue to how theological differences might be approached, without being confrontationally one-sided, but at the same time encouraging introspection of one’s own independent understanding of our Lord’s word to us.

			And thus, I’d like to conclude this introduction with two important premises to keep in mind for the following chapters in this book:

			First, we must acknowledge that God owes us nothing! Regardless of whether we like it or not, we don’t have the right to judge anything God does. He has the right to create us for His own purpose, which can mean some for destruction, and some to be pleasing in His sight. In this, we cannot thwart His will, nor can we accuse Him! It is entirely His prerogative to choose some to be with Him and others to suffer for eternity. We can’t stop Him, call it unfair or even grumble, for in truth upon Adam’s fall, none of us by the standard of God’s perfection deserved to be saved to begin with. It would be entirely fair for God to choose to save just one soul or none at all.

			Second, we must understand 1Cor 1:271: “But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.” Jesus said that those who enter His kingdom must be as little children. All the accolades for the wise, their degrees, names, and initials after their names are for naught. Though certainly helpful, we do not need to be theologians or study in Hebrew or Greek. God in His forbearance has made the fundamentals of His inerrant Word plain enough to us, even in English, if only we are willing to view them not through the filter of denominationally driven doctrine, but for what He plainly wants to tell us.3 This is not to say that interpreting scripture should be a “free-for-all” …by no means – and the Church has an important role here - but just as the Bereans did with Paul, we must verify what the Church tells us about the scripture, by prayer and diligent reading of God’s word to us on our own.

			And thus, His word should never allow human reason or the voice of the Church to be placed above or equal to it, no matter how imperfectly we may understand it. Though we may use reason to make a point we subjugate our imperfect self to His word, our Bible, as the only standard of the life that God desires us to live.4

			

			
				
						1. Unless otherwise indicated, all scriptural quotations use the NIV


				

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			The Dream-Vision Warning

			During a restless night in January 2012 I had a dream …a vision perhaps, but I surely think it was not just a dream …a warning …and more even. Peripherally the dream or vision was vague, but the core message profound in that it wanted to show me something. It appeared to warn me of things, presumption perhaps or of not continuing along the same path taken. Of what I remember once fully awake, I will describe as best as I can so that I will not forget. I write this as much for myself as for those that do not believe or are sitting on the fence. Indeed, though recalling the events of this dream-vision and the thoughts required to write them down are still incredibly painful, I yet strain to go on as I feel compelled to.

			I was walking or rather moving along a path with an undetermined group of …people? I couldn’t say they were people exactly …and in retrospect I think not …symbolically yes, but not in form during the time of the dream. Strangely I kept my head down …for some reason had to …and the others with me I sensed did the same too. All I saw was the ground …the path along which we moved …not walked as in the human sense of walking. It seemed we were all in thought …of what, I don’t remember, until after a time a voice …I don’t know if it came from one of those around me, but it was a voice that I heard. It asked me: “are you a Christian?”.

			With a troubled sense of confidence, I began to answer that I was. I don’t remember exactly what I said and whether the voice returned a reply, but that I answered in the affirmative. Apparently, I was still thinking and perhaps talking about this when we came to a fork in the path. One led to the left and the other to the right. As I was moving along, I took …no, it was more that I was lead without knowing why to the right path …and as I was turning right the others went left until I was alone with my thoughts …apparently still thinking or talking to myself about this question. Increasingly I sensed something was wrong and I wondered why I was alone. My sense of trepidation and wrongness increased as I came upon a many trodden path that lead to a huge wooden hall. I could not lift my head from the ground, and noted only a dirty mash of cloven hoof prints leading into the hall. I stepped …although if stepping it was I could not tell …over the wooden swell and as I did so an incredibly forlorn feeling of loneliness and loss came over me, and I realized where I was. There was no one there except for some indeterminate figure or form …dead or resting I could not tell …lying some ways up on a very long two or three step wooden staircase leading up to a dais or platform of some sort. The moment realization came over me, I fully expected the devil or one of his minions before me, but except for the motionless form that I could not make out, there was no one. A sense of incredible loneliness, loss, rejection, dismay …I find no adequate human words to describe this feeling …as if I was forever drowning in those feelings, a never-ending peace-less death or act of dying. The scene before me …an eerily lit hall, as if doused in filthy eternal twilight, gave me the sense of utter desolation and emptiness, yet restlessness and devoid of all peace or anything that was desirable or wholesome to behold, the complete antithesis to Philippians 4:8 …it felt truly - if such recognition for the living is even possible - but if it is, then my best explanation in words would be that this place was devoid of God. I knew it instinctively and it was palpable ….my heart felt it completely …and I was utterly dismayed. 

			Then I woke up in a semi state of drowsy consciousness. I felt wrung out and shattered. I prayed to the Lord, asking for understanding, His mercy, and that His hand would be with me …oh, I desperately wanted His hand to be with me. I cried out for His instruction, even His correction however hard or harsh it may be, for then at least I would know that I was in His presence rather than away from Him. Weirdly, I felt that even God’s punishment of me was better than His abandonment of me …infinitely better than the feeling of indescribable loss I experienced in that hall. The full meaning of Romans 1:20 came up to me as never before, and in that hall of hell the blessing of Rom 1:20, manifested in the assurance of His presence, that lifeline of identity in Him, was torn from my heart, leaving me adrift in an endless sea of hopeless and lonely blackness. In review of my thoughts in writing this, unlike ever before I realized that even the unbeliever prior to judgment is blessed by that deposited seed in his heart of God’s presence, whereafter it will forever be removed to his inexpressible sorrow. Indeed, as written in Psalm 14:1 “The fool says in his heart, “There is no God”.[…]”. It became clear to me after thinking about His word in Revelation where I had been and what I had symbolically become. The reason I could not lift up my head was because I was the goat and the others the sheep, both separated by God as envisioned by the fork in the road. From the cloven hoofprints along the path I had taken, I recognized myself as the damned.

			When I was fully awake, I felt condemned, as if an irretrievable prophecy was pronounced upon me. At first I was confused …I mean, I understood myself to be a sinner, redeemed yes, but still a spirit, albeit body conscious being identifying daily with Paul’s exhortation to deny the flesh as it were …but this …was I that bad to deserve this? The Lord granted me no peace. I tried to reason myself out of this with self-righteous arguments, but quickly realized I was again going down the wrong path to understanding what the Lord wanted to show me. Several scriptural tidbits came to me and again I saw that no argument or bargain with God would absolve me of any guilt no matter its size, and that indeed I had to acknowledge that I could do nothing on my own to deserve God’s favor, but fall with open arms upon His mercy. If condemnation it was then I was lost. All these things showed themselves to be obvious and I accepted them, but still the dream-vision did not fit the experience God granted me with Him over the years. I felt blessed in my life, and deep down I was content… and for the times I grumbled the Lord would quickly remind me of my blessings. I felt as in Psalm 66 “…If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened; […but He has] heard my voice in prayer” (18:19). His hand of mercy upon my life was abundant …and I can’t count how many times He has covered over my foolishness …so I wondered if His mercy was just an expression of His patience with me, and that perhaps it had come to an end. The shadow of doubt began creeping up in me as to His grace upon me …and I would ask whether His mercy was separate from His grace that I experienced, and yet I knew that His unmerited grace was the ultimate form of mercy upon an otherwise lost creature to depravity. Still, the dream-vision left me confused.

			Slowly, as dawn rising and giving way to light the Lord showed me. The dream-vision was a warning of sorts, but it turned out to be so much more than that. I had been thinking about and asking the Lord for more insight into difficult doctrinal matters in relation to the spirit of His word for this book that I was attempting to write. Then I remembered the day before writing a letter of counsel to a family friend. But I struggled with this letter as something I felt I needed to write, but my heart was not in it … or let’s say I wrote with a sense of covert cynicism exhorting this friend to return from a self-destructive lifestyle, but convinced that my words would fall on deaf ears anyway. Though I thought it was written with sincere concern, the Lord pointed out that it was more written under the influence of frustration and contention. Then it hit me. The night of the dream-vision, before I went to bed, I would read from Philippians about preaching God’s word out of jealousy or contention (KJV). The jealousy part did not rouse me, but the contentious part was nagging me …why I would not know until later, so I had turned in for the night.

			Not only was this dream-vision a warning not to use the Lord’s word in contention (KJV) or from false motives (NIV) …which I felt applied to me after reading the first chapter of Philippians, but also caused much soul searching for my motives behind writing this book. Still, why did He cause me to experience such incomprehensible loneliness, emptiness and loss …words that cannot match what I felt during this dream-vision. It seemed out of all proportion to what I thought the Lord pointed out to me in Philippians. Perhaps the dream-vision was a potential outcome for me … and then I remembered Jesus’ last words …“my God my God why hast though forsaken me” …realization profoundly struck me …a quiet concussion took place within my heart. Was I given a glimpse …for only a glimpse it could have been, or surely I would have died on the spot or given over to insanity …of our Lord’s feeling of loss and loneliness when He took upon himself the sins of the world …MY sin …and suffered for a time God’s abandonment for it? Was this a momentary vision of Christ’s separation from the otherwise eternal link to His Father? I am not certain, but never until now has our Lord’s suffering for ME been more clear and vivid. It has been said that we get a glimpse of that loss when we lose a dearly loved one, such as a child (which we did) or spouse, for example, but I believe now that this pales in comparison to the feeling I was given in this dream-vision. For when we lose a loved one, at least hope is not abandoned or torn from us as well. This was a warning, yes, and more. Ah, my Lord and my God …though it shakes me to the core to remember and write this …if this is what I need to sustain me during troubled times, and to fully appreciate what You have done for me, then so be it, and I will count it Your blessing! Thus, grant me also Your servant David’s plea in Psalm 25 to show me Your ways and teach me Your paths, and guide me in Your truth and teach me …grant me eyes to see what You want me to see …ears to hear what You want me to hear …and most of all a heart to act upon what You want me to do!

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Pride, Prejudice, and Ignorance

			“A moderately bad man knows he is not very good: A thoroughly bad man thinks he is all right.” C.S. Lewis (1898 – 1963)

			Although this was to be the last chapter in this book, I recognized that some of its content could raise strong emotions within the reader, who might be entrenched in a particular doctrinal view by virtue of denominational tradition, and may for that reason be unwilling to read on beyond encountering a perceived abuse on this tradition. Hence, I’ve decided to give fair warning, with the hope that curiosity and good will wins over. The purpose of this book, after all, is not to tell the reader how to think, but rather to provide encouragement for introspection and questions that hopefully lead to a greater understanding of how and why we believe the way we do. At this point, I have to admit myself of the difficulty I often faced in introspection on the subjects I was writing about. Many times the ink did not flow smoothly on this paper when I discovered my own tradition interfering with the attempt to remain neutral – an outsider looking in, as much as is even possible - without infusing too much of my own bias into it.

			There is an inescapable interrelationship between Pride, Prejudice, and Ignorance, which I will term the Three Stooges of the human condition, and our efforts - conscientiously or not - to deal with them on at least some interactive level. The terms used here deserve some explanation to help the reader understand where I am coming from when applying them to the human condition. As we do so, we will come to recognize how co-dependent these traits are within our nature. Because we often do not introspect truthfully, they are difficult to find and put our finger on, and once found, difficult to manage without deliberate effort, due to their entrenchment within our temperament.

			So let us begin with pride. We all know about this one, and its forms and vices are often more readily apparent to those around us than to ourselves. Some obvious ones could be our bearing, our attitude toward others, our language and tone of voice, cynicism, conceit, ambition driven only for the purpose of self, to mention a few. Some of its forms are more subtle, but can be just as damaging to us. Such as taking pride in our faith and/or religion, and thus lording it over others by claiming moral superiority. Doing good with the expectation of return. The woe is me or self-indulgent guilt syndrome. Looking for human respect, the desire to be popular or hope of social distinction, and so on. Any of these and variations thereof in all its subtle forms can, if left unchecked, fester and unwittingly dominate our actions. The following is a more detailed example of how a subtle form of pride can make a home in our lives.

			Affecting Seculars and Christians alike, there is a cloaked form of inner pride - not exclusive to an introverted temperament, by the way – which hides behind an exterior of kindness and goodwill. It lies in the form of a stubborn, even rebellious attitude to invent or define ourselves on our own terms. To some degree at least, this is rooted in a vague, yet untamed longing for self-expression, leading to apprehension or even unwillingness to conform, and hence desire to escape the expected “normative” social and/or behavioral mold. Generally, this person dislikes any from of confrontation (and is often wary of authority), but represses verbalizing disagreement by shying away from external conflict or argument, leaving an internal vacuum of conflict resolution. From the outside the impression might be of a submissive or compliant character, but from the inside this created vacuum to a self-induced weakness is often filled by being deliberately obtuse through stubborn, even narcissistic self-invention. Given full reign, this form of pride for the Secular manifests itself irrespective of care to conform to social norm or consideration. For the Christian the danger lies in the inner desire for the invention of self on our own terms, without actively seeking God to shape and guide us, ultimately leading to a compromised and often sorrowful Christian walk.

			It is no wonder why our Lord places pride on top of the list of what He hates in man, because it permeates so much of what we do. Does pride always have to be negative? It depends
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