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To you, my Mother.

When my lips touch your cheek, Mum,

I know I have kissed the garment of God. 

‘I call you friends, because I have told you everything 
I heard from my Father’.

John 15:15


1

Cultures of death, cultures of life

Over the last sixty years, the Middle East has been consumed by the fires of war and sectarian hatred. In my short life I have lived through four major wars, beginning with the Six Day War in 1967, which opened the floodgates for violence and open warfare between Israel and its Arab neighbours. In 1973, the Yom Kippur War was the first to leave a major scar on my soul; my Syrian hometown, Lattakia, was bombed by Israel and, for three days, night turned into day as huge oil tanks burned close to my home. I heard the bombers overhead, and my house was shaken by the explosions that followed. I remember that, every night, I would sit on my mother’s lap for hours, shaking in fear. The sound of an air-raid siren still sends a chill through me. For years after this there would be occasional Israeli air attacks, which perpetuated the sense of terror.

Growing up as a Christian, at an early age I wanted to study to be a priest. In 1981, aged seventeen, I travelled to Lebanon’s capital, Beirut, to study at the only Protestant school of theology in the Levant – what is called, in the West, the Near East. The Lebanese Civil War had started in 1975, but without understanding what living through a civil war would actually mean I insisted on going. The seven years I spent in Beirut, from 1981 to 1989, completely reshaped my personality; I lived so close to death throughout that time. We took turns to guard the school by stationing ourselves at the reception desk. I remember one day two heavily armed militia fighters coming into the school. They were retreating and wanted to cross the school grounds and leave via the back. I was working at reception with an older Lebanese student. We had to stop them and insist that they went back the way they had come; otherwise, the other militia would have pursued them, probably with grenades. The school would have become a battleground. The two fighters could have killed us, but we asked them not to jeopardise the lives of the many who were hiding in the school’s basement. Finally, they were convinced and left.

I am sure many people have very happy memories of their time at school or university, relaxing or studying in the quiet calm of the library. We literally had to crawl into the library to fetch books because snipers were watching every window. Despite our best precautions, no one could truly be safe. Early during my time at the school, one of my fellow students was killed by a sniper’s bullet to the brain.

When a battle started around the school of theology we would rush to the basement and stay there, sometimes for a week or ten days, living on a very limited amount of food and water, waiting for it all to end. After each battle finished, we would emerge from the basement and our first question was always, ‘Which militia is in charge of our area this time?’ At different times we were controlled by the Druze Militia, the Muslim Sunni Militia, the Christian Phalangists, and even the National Syrian Socialist Party. In 1982, during the Israeli occupation of Beirut, an Israeli tank entered our school yard, pointing its main gun at our building because the crew thought the people in the basement were fighters rather than theology students!

Many times I saw priests sticking posters of Christ and the Virgin Mary on tanks, and sprinkling those tanks with Holy Water. I saw every religion abuse their faith in that war. The militias had political names, but their identity was inevitably sectarian. Each group believed that they were fighting for their existence in Lebanon, and for the survival of their beliefs. The horrible thing is that those sects were able to convince so many young men and women that they were fighting for a just cause, and that their fight was existential. It was painful to see how political interests and ideologies not only abused religion, but also thrived by making religion the essential point of that war. Through this hell, those sects persecuted and massacred each other. The more persecution and massacres, the more people believed that this was a fight to the death. People who had lived side by side for generations, in cities, towns and villages, suddenly desired nothing but the annihilation of every neighbour who was in any way different.

I remember travelling from West to East Beirut, crossing the Green Line to meet my cousin, whom I hadn’t seen for five or six years. I travelled in an ambulance under a sheet, pretending to be injured. If I had been discovered, my Syrian accent would have cost me my life.

If religion was truly the deepest purpose of this war, then how could the Near East School of Theology – which trained the whole region’s Christian leaders – survive deep in the heart of the so-called ‘Muslim area’ of Beirut, West Beirut?

I remember the last big battle. When we emerged from the storm, we walked around the school to see the aftermath and to check the building. Destruction was everywhere. A car was teetering on the balcony of the second floor of the building next to us. Houses and shops were on fire, rubble filled the streets. Bodies of fighters and civilians lay around. Yet somehow, the next day, people would carry on their lives as before – as best they could.

In the middle of this ‘culture of war and death’, I somehow also experienced a vibrant ‘culture of life’ that expressed itself through theatre, art and books. I had never experienced this before. I had always been interested in art and culture when I lived with my family, but in Lattakia cultural life was extremely limited. In Beirut, even during the war, I started attending cultural events and exhibitions and going to the cinema. Beirut had been known as the Paris of the Orient, and its cosmopolitan lifestyle and vibrant cultures, together with a freedom rare in the region, meant that this was an exciting world to explore. Always in a time of war, a time of death, people cling to life in all its forms. The West experienced this in both world wars, and the Levant is no different.

During this time the Protestant churches in Beirut came together to form a new youth ministry as a response to the war taking such a terrible toll on their young people. I was approached by the Revd Dr Habib Badr, my teacher and mentor at the Near East School of Theology, to lead the ecumenical Protestant youth group. This group was to meet at my college; I was only a couple of years older than the young people I was leading. We began with five people, meeting and praying, talking about all kinds of things – especially facing the issues that war was throwing at us: violence, faith, God. With the youth group, I was pushed to think outside my limited background and find ways to engage with those young people and organise activities; they used to come every Saturday, even under shooting and shelling. Were we mad? They came religiously every Saturday afternoon. The group grew and grew, from five to seventy. We created a counter-culture to the war around us by opening up a public discussion about Christianity and violence. We even managed to publish the first Christian youth magazine in the region.

All this made me think about God and life, war and death, killing and surviving, at a very early age. I also experienced how a group of young people could be transformed into a fantastic force for peace around them, making a difference to their environment and immediate culture. My work with the youth group opened up for me new interpretations of the Bible, theology and even my personal faith. I used to have my theology lessons on Tuesday and Thursday, then on Saturday I would turn the theology lessons into a talk for the youth group. This completely changed the way I thought. I would go to one of my teachers, Dr George Sabra, to discuss with him what I would say, and he would help me. It gave me the ability to translate my theology classes into a form of theology that transforms people.

When I graduated, I felt that God had spared my life miraculously; I could have been dead many times over in the seven years I spent in Beirut. Since then, I feel that every day is a gift from God and that God is calling me to spread the peace that I always longed for.

Unfortunately, the Civil War in Lebanon repeated itself in Syria, which began in 2011; my own country had to live through the war I has experienced and dreaded in Beirut in the 1980s. Now, in the second decade of the new millennium, it seems that nothing has changed and we are still able to kill each other – and manipulate God and use him in our ideology and propaganda. Sectarianism was at the heart of the Lebanese Civil War; religion was hijacked by politics and ideologies then, and it seems that this is the raw nerve in the Levant. Again and again, the people of that region fail to control themselves when it comes to religion. We allow people to hijack, manipulate and use religion to kill, to wage war and to gain political power. Over the years, I started thinking about how religion and sectarianism can profoundly influence our cultures, and how profoundly we, as Christians, are ignorant about the best model that God has given us to build our relationships: the Trinity. It is a concept that we do not have the courage to engage with on a popular level; we keep it as an academic subject. How we can base our culture, our Church and our relationships on the culture of the Trinity is just not discussed.

My personal experiences took me on a journey to understand cultures and how they develop. In my region, an understanding of culture has always been tainted by the suffering and bloodshed that has washed the Levant since ancient times. I wanted to look beyond this suffering to a model of culture that could give me hope. Thinking outside my own experience, I wanted to see how to understand the concept of culture itself. What is culture? The simplest form I could identify was that it is the outcome of the interaction of a group of people living in a certain time and place.

If we take the culture of my current homeland, the United Kingdom, we can see that this includes the language and the idioms that the people use. There is also the political system; a long history of creativity in literature, films and music; food (fish and chips, for example); and nuances in behaviour such as where to stand on an escalator – all uniquely British. Go to France, or the United States, China or India, and you will find similarities, but also many differences. Every culture is unique, even though we share some elements and even borrow them from each other. How did the UK end up with its culture? It’s not the result of a conscious decision. Rather, the people who have lived in this land for many centuries, either born here or coming here by choice, have coexisted. As they lived together, traditions developed by accident or by design, parts of the culture were celebrated or dropped, and eventually what is now seen as ‘British culture’ formed. In a hundred years, that culture will have changed again, while keeping much of what I recognise today. In essence, culture remains the product of the continuous interaction of people wherever they may be.

If this understanding of culture is correct, then my thoughts and prayers naturally lead me to the Trinity. I shall explore the idea of the Trinity in much more detail a little later, but for now I will just say that it is the three persons of God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – in one essence, which is Love. If you are not very familiar with the Trinity as a theological idea, please rest assured that Christians believe in only one God, not three! Now, isn’t it obvious that the interactions of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, living together since before the beginning of what we would understand as ‘time’, would produce a culture of their own? This was the beginning of my quest for the culture of God.

If we have faith, we must nurture it, and increasing our understanding is a major element in growing our faith; only then can we have a full relationship with God. St Paul describes faith as a growing entity similar to a human being, ‘And so, brothers and sisters, I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food’ (1 Corinthians 3:1–2). If we want our relationship with God to grow well, we need to get to know him better; we need to understand and open ourselves to the Scriptures, which are the main source of our faith and beliefs. As we do this, we need to understand three cultures, which I will unpack throughout this book. First is the culture of the texts of the Scriptures, upon which we rely for our theology. The Bible as we know it is not a ‘book’; it is a library of ‘books’, and each has its own author, context, culture and audience. Understanding the culture of the text allows us to handle the Scriptures correctly, and to avoid using the verses of the Bible like ammunition in a machine-gun, where all we have to do is fire off an apposite verse and we have ‘won the argument’. The Bible does not work like this. The authors’ intentions were not to provide us with a catalogue of perpetual statements of truth, phrases that could not be interpreted but should be merely applied like laws. No book in this ‘library’ is beyond our scrutiny, criticism and interpretation. Jesus did not write a book himself – perhaps because we would have become imprisoned in those words.

The second culture we need to understand is our own culture or cultures. It is extremely important to understand the culture we live in. For example, I was born and grew up in Syria, I lived in Lebanon for eight years, I went on to live in Germany for almost a decade, and now I have been living in London in the United Kingdom for more than twenty years. Each place has its own cultural context. We need to understand where we are living, and who we are. We need to understand our roots, which lie at the heart of our identity, and the culture where we live, the culture in which we practise our faith. We are all multicultural now. Every religion believes that we exist for a purpose, and that life is meaningful. How can I understand what God wants me to do in my life, and to carry this out, if I do not understand my culture? Preaching, proclaiming or living the gospel depends on our understanding the alphabet of the culture we are living in.

The third culture I suggest we need to understand is the culture of God, which helps us to bring the first two cultures into harmony and dynamic relationship. This culture is not directly accessible to us; instead, we rely on someone who experienced and lived this culture first-hand: Jesus Christ. This brings us to the Christian belief that God, through Jesus Christ, became a human being and revealed God’s own culture to us in his life and teachings.

We shall draw much from Jesus’ life and teachings as we look for, and into, the culture of God. Everything good, all values and virtues, flows from this culture, although we do not connect the two. In the following chapters, I shall take you on a journey, unfolding the culture of God as we look at the life, teachings and personality of Christ, and how his message has had an impact on the world.
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Glimpsing the culture of God

To glimpse the culture of God, as I said at the end of the previous chapter, we are fortunate to be able to depend upon Jesus Christ, who experienced and lived this culture first-hand. This assumption, that Jesus Christ lived and experienced the culture of God, comes from a doctrine that belongs at the heart of the Christian faith and all Christian denominations: the Incarnation – which means God, out of his outpouring love for humanity, became human. The implication of this is that all the attributes of God and Jesus Christ are interchangeable. Whatever we say about God also applies to Jesus and vice versa, but we must understand that God the Son, not God the Trinity, becomes human. Jesus Christ, therefore, is in the Christian faith fully God and fully man.

I should like to begin this exploration by considering the two styles that Jesus used when he dealt with people. The first one is Jesus the meek and mild, the humble, the loving, the healer, the counsellor – God the forgiver. It is absolutely clear that this is the Jesus who deals with the ordinary people that he meets – the people of his community, strangers, outsiders and even enemies. He healed the centurion’s servant, he transformed the Samaritan woman at the well, he raised Lazarus, he healed the woman with a haemorrhage who just touched the hem of his garment, he called a tax-collector to be one of his disciples, he forgave Zacchaeus the tax-collector and entered his home. But we also find a volcanic Jesus in the New Testament, shaking the ground under the feet of those in religious power – the Pharisees and the scribes. In Matthew 23, Jesus launches a series of fierce attacks on these leaders:

‘But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the kingdom of heaven. For you do not go in yourselves, and when others are going in, you stop them.’ (23:13)

This saying of Jesus belongs to the essence of the culture of God; here, Jesus is being both ironic and funny, and his audience would have laughed when they heard this. Jesus wanted to speak the truth that touches the people’s hearts on the one hand, and on the other, to really strike the leaders. This is how Jesus handled his earthly culture and the culture of God. Nobody now listens to this sentence and smiles – but in the Levant, you would immediately laugh at Jesus’ irony.

Jesus then attacks the religious leaders for their flawed understanding of what is sacred: ‘Woe to you, blind guides, who say, “Whoever swears by the sanctuary is bound by nothing, but whoever swears by the gold of the sanctuary is bound by the oath.” You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the sanctuary that has made the gold sacred?’ (23:16–17). Here, Jesus is not only using harsh words – this is also an exceptional way of speaking that Jesus used exclusively when he spoke to or about the religious leaders. He did this on purpose, to show without any doubt that the leadership they modelled does not belong in any way to the culture of God.

Jesus is furious with the religious leaders because they place great weight on minor matters while ignoring what really counts; he calls them hypocrites, ‘For you tithe mint, dill, and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith’ (23:23). Hypocrisy is especially loathed in the Levant, and an accusation of hypocrisy would stain someone’s character. The power of a person’s word was seen as entirely binding and trusted; signatures and documents were not as important as someone’s word. So to be called a hypocrite is to be stripped of all trust and decency. Look at how St John writes about ‘The Word’: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’ (John 1:1). John used ‘the Word’ because it reflected the culture that he and Jesus lived in, and the value of people’s word at that time. The Word is so steeped in the culture of the Levant that John did not hesitate to make it a synonym for Jesus and for God himself.

Above all, it is the leaders’ hypocrisy that angers Jesus the most: ‘For you clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence … you are like whitewashed tombs, which on the outside look beautiful, but inside they are full of the bones of the dead and of all kinds of filth’ (Matthew 23:25, 27).

His scathing words of condemnation leave us in no doubt as to why the religious leaders plotted to trap and kill him! Jesus drove a wedge between the leaders and their people, and this infuriated the leaders because their power depended on the people’s obedience.

So what is the culture of God, and how can we understand it?

The culture of God obviously involves these two things: God and culture!

First, God. An understanding of the culture of God starts with what is for many the most difficult concept and controversial belief in Christianity: the Trinity. God reveals in Jesus Christ that the Trinity is a relationship, three persons in one. Jesus quotes from the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy when he says in Mark 12:29: ‘The first [commandment] … is: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.”’ Jesus calls God ‘Father’, and Father and Son are both relational concepts (you cannot be a father if you have no children), and the Spirit is the very personification of this dynamic relationship of love between the Father and the Son. As St John reveals in his letter, ‘God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them’ (1 John 4:16).

Centuries have passed and theological debates about the Trinity have never gone away. Thousands of theologians have written thousands of books about it – and no doubt they always will.

So why did I choose to begin explaining the culture of God by discussing the Trinity? Because the very concept of the culture of God depends on it.

There are four important principles to grasp when we look at the Trinity, principles that have been embraced by Christians for many centuries. First, the Trinity is a mystery – we can never fully understand it. It is not a puzzle or a mathematical exercise that needs to be analysed scientifically or a theory to be proved. Remember that Christians most definitely do not believe in ‘three Gods’; they believe in one God, who is God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. The Trinity has a strong element of faith – either you believe God is Trinity, or you don’t!

Second, the Trinity is not a human invention or a human projection on God. We do not impose a Trinitarian nature on God. God revealed himself as Trinity. In Matthew 28:19, Jesus commands his disciples to ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ Jesus calls God ‘Father’, and he says to Philip, in John 14:9: ‘Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, “Show us the Father”?’ On another occasion, Jesus speaks about the sending of the Holy Spirit in John 14:26. On many occasions, Jesus distinguishes between himself, the Father and the Holy Spirit.

The third principle is that if we want to study the person and teachings of Christ and if we believe that Jesus Christ is not simply a prophet but something beyond even that – the Son of God, and God incarnate – then we need to look at the Trinity to understand and appreciate Christ’s relationship with God and with us. We do this by looking for the culture of God.

Fourth, we need to understand our lives and our reality here and now in the light of the Trinity if we want to take our Christian faith seriously, because the Trinity forms the very cornerstone of our lives, our relationships and the way we understand our existence. We are able to see things differently when we look at them in the light of the Trinity, and we can build better lives and better societies. The Trinity is the ultimate model of fellowship and relationships.

This book is not, however, about the doctrine of the Trinity; so I shall just concentrate on our Christian belief that the Trinity is the reality of God, revealed to us through Jesus Christ, and that this Trinity is One God, Three Persons in relationships of love!

Having looked at the Trinity, which defines the God we believe in, let’s look at what makes up culture.

As briefly discussed earlier, culture has many elements, including the customs, institutions, history, language, art and religion of a particular nation, people or group. These elements are formed by people interacting with each other. It is a process. The culture of a society is the product of a group of people interacting and living together; it is what emerges from their common life.

If the interaction of a group of people produces culture, then logically the interaction between Father, Son and Holy Spirit produces their own culture. God is not a super-being living somewhere in the universe; God is the Creator of the universe and he does not live within creation; he is beyond our dimensions, transcending our existence, as our Creator, so the culture of God is inaccessible to human beings. But we can glimpse it through the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, who, after all, came to us from the Trinity. So the culture of God reflects the nature of God, and God revealed his own culture through the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, who is himself the Incarnate God.

The ultimate question of this book is, why does it matter to me, a human being, to know the culture of God, and what impact should that have on my own life and existence? The culture of God is the antithesis of the culture of the Pharisees, yet again and again in the Church we fall into the trap of behaving like them, condemning or excluding others. Understanding the culture of God helps us to uncover the image of God within us, a shining jewel buried deep under the dirt of our selfishness and greed. Rediscovering the culture of God helps us to shine as God intends us to, re-forming our relationships with God and with each other in our amazingly diverse world. The culture of God shows us the ultimate form of loving relationships.

In the light of the culture that emerges from the relationships within the Trinity, we can re-examine our lives, our faith and our own relationships. It is an exciting and also difficult process to unpack the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, searching for wonderful glimpses of this magnificent, life-transforming culture of God. It is like a mirror that reflects our inadequacies, shortcomings and failings, but at the same time shows us the richness of God and the depth of his love for us.

‘Let anyone among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her’ (John 8:7b). Look what Jesus could do with one sentence when the Pharisees came to trap him; now imagine what the whole journey of exploring many glimpses of the culture of God could do for us and our relationships with God and each other!
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God embraces humanity

Throughout my life – especially in Syria and Lebanon, where I lived with many faiths – I have learnt how to relate to people whose faith is radically different from my own. The story of God dealing with those different faiths has occupied a lot of my mind since I was very young. Why? Because I had friends who were Muslims, Alawites, Druze and from other Christian denominations as well. Even in my own family, there is a diversity of Christian denominations. My father was Presbyterian – the church in my hometown was founded by Scottish missionaries – and my mother is Orthodox. The Orthodox church in Lattakia is Greek Orthodox. Most of my father’s family are Roman Catholics. It has always been easy for me to feel at home within different churches and denominations. At the same time, I went to different mosques with my Muslim friends. This kind of wide religious experience is not unusual in the Levant. I grew up going mainly to the Presbyterian church in Lattakia, but I visited the Sunday school at the Orthodox church. In the Middle East, people live their religion not only in places of worship, but also in the little details of their lives. My friends would talk openly about their faith, and they would practise this in public; there was no ‘private faith’. We will return to this in a later chapter. I have always been fascinated by the ways that people relate to God. In the Near East, we never used the Western approach that, ‘after all, we are all the same’; but at the same time, the differences did not create a conflict in society. That said, I was, of course, aware that religion had been manipulated on many occasions in the past to create terrible tragedies.

I have experienced and witnessed incidents of discrimination in my life, but intolerance between the faiths was still rare until the 1980s, when the Civil War in Lebanon developed into a religious war with political undertones. The Muslim Brotherhood, which had been founded in Egypt in the 1920s, started spreading into Syria, promulgating the message that the Alawite rulers there were not true Muslims. They followed this up with assassinations of key Alawite and Christian figures in society. I watched Lebanon and Syria change from places of tolerance and muted multiculturalism to mistrust and open sectarianism as religion became the mask adopted by those who sought political power. Religious identity became a source of power and supremacy over others.

This turmoil in the Middle East, exacerbated by the eight-year-long Sunni–Shia war between Iraq and Iran (1980–88), became a serious challenge for me as I studied theology in the midst of Lebanon’s civil war. God’s name was being used by people killing each other and committing awful atrocities, all claiming to ‘protect’ God. Every militia was claiming to be God’s Army; I remember the first time I saw a vehicle painted with the word ‘Hezbollah’, which means ‘The political party of God’. People would make a joke that ‘everyone in Lebanon has a political party – and now even God does too! The list is complete …’

I tried to make sense of God’s involvement in my reality in the 1980s, and how he could connect with the people around me – especially those who were killing and being killed supposedly in his name. Christians believe that Jesus Christ is the Incarnation of God, and I could not escape the puzzle: what did God, as a man, experience when he walked among us, and how did he work with all our cultures before he became one of us?

I had to go back to the very beginning, when God created us in his own image. Ever since then, he has communicated with us in many different ways that match our ability to recognise and understand him. Because we are created in God’s image (Genesis 1:27), we have always had the urge to move closer to him and to know him better. We see the very first fingerprints of God in each culture in the world, through their stories, legends and mythologies – human attempts to answer existential questions very similar to the ones I was struggling with, such as the meaning of life, and who created us and why does this lead us to kill each other in the Creator’s name?

Realising this helped me see that God has never stopped communicating with us to reveal himself. He created everything around us – the sky, the stars, the forces of nature – and he gave us our ability to think and ask and wonder! I believe that he always has walked alongside us, accompanying us on our journey towards him, especially through wars and chaos. I believe this because in the light of the Incarnation I can look back and re-evaluate the past. My own existential questions include the meaning of God’s own journey to be one of us. Why would he do that when he knew how limited, wretched and messy our lives are? What did the birth of Jesus, which revealed the mind and the culture of God, in one of our human cultures, mean, especially to someone trapped in an inferno of war?

Trying to understand the birth of God in our limited and finite existence, I had to take a journey through the history of God’s relationship with his creation.

Human beings first understood God as they understood themselves – as a disparate group of gods and goddesses with different qualities and talents, and with roles and limitations much like their own: so we see a god of war, a goddess of beauty, a god for each element, each trade, each place. We can see this in the Greek and Roman mythologies, as well as in the Near East and Egypt, even in Mayan and Far Eastern cultures, even though at this time a very limited number of people had already begun to worship one God.

God respected this step on the way to a mature understanding of God and of humanity. We were not yet ready for receiving God among us, even through the sending of prophets or divine laws.

Over time, humanity began to develop an appreciation of God, based not on imagination and conjecture – what we project onto God – but on God’s own revelations to us beyond the creation. Monotheism developed gradually, from Akhenaton in Egypt rejecting the idea of a ‘Chief God among gods’ and believing in an abstract God hidden by the sun, to the people of the Hebrew Scriptures, who struggled to see the contradiction between having a supreme God and having other, little, household gods that were ‘God’s helpers’, known as teraphim (Genesis 31:19; 2 Kings 23:24 and Zechariah 10:2). 

As we see in the Hebrew Scriptures, God then interacted with his creation through the giving of the Law, and the prophets; the understanding of the One God was taking on another dimension! Laws were necessary to bring order and stability to society; only then could civilisations develop and grow. God worked through Law because we had developed an understanding of basic civil and social laws. Alongside the Law, God spoke to the people through the individuals we call prophets. These prophets had a special relationship with God, acting as intermediaries to bring to humanity messages of hope, warning, affirmation, correction or condemnation. God’s relationship with humanity was still limited – initially through mythology, then through a pantheon of gods and goddesses, and then even through the Law and prophets. Humanity still struggled greatly to understand God and frequently we misinterpreted the Law; we even abused or killed God’s messengers because they brought a message which we didn’t like since it demanded changes in the way society functioned – and how power was wielded. We denied God’s sovereignty, preferring to keep it for ourselves. Humans have always wanted to be the masters of their own destiny! We were not ready to consider that true freedom can be found only in complete submission to God.

Humanity was unable – or unwilling – to see any aspect of the culture of God beyond who has the power. The culture of God, which is of course the culture of the Trinity and the culture of love, belonged only to God, although he had been revealing glimpses of this culture to us since the creation.

Looking around me in the midst of civil war, I saw how we would have seen this revelation if we had not been blinded by our egos. We can see glimpses of the culture of God even in the beauty of creation and through scientific examination of how creation works, as well as when we read the lives of the prophets and how they submitted to God and received his love and compassion.

After looking back at the human journey with the divine, I had to struggle with the New Testament. In the light of the Incarnation, how could I, in the midst of
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