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PRAISE FOR
The Dance of Hope


“This book will change the way you read God’s book. The Bible’s story takes on fresh power and personal challenge. Your heart will be filled with hope as you sense God’s relentless, loving pursuit.”

—DOUGLAS CONNELLY, author of Wisdom for Life’s Journey




“Indeed, I wanted to dance after reading this splendid presentation of the restorative narrative, which we know as the gospel of God’s grace. The faith, ‘once and for all delivered to the saints’ comes alive in Bishop Frey’s creative and faithful presentation of the rhythms of redemption.”

—SCOTTY SMITH, senior pastor of Christ Community Church, Franklin, Tennessee




“Writing from a biblical perspective, and out of the deep wellsprings of his own faith, William Frey focuses much-needed attention on the neglected topic of eternal hope. He reminds readers in a clear and compelling way that we are all called to be part of God’s master plan and to share in His creative activities. This book, I’m certain, will give people new courage, as it did me, to deal with the uncertainties and vicissitudes of this age, in the sure knowledge that God is in charge and that whatever happens in the future is ultimately secure.”

—GEORGE GALLUP, chairman of The George H. Gallup International Institute




“With wisdom, wit, and deep compassion, Bill Frey invites readers to join him in God’s amazing ‘Dance of Hope.’ Turn up the music and put on your dancing shoes. This is a reading experience you don’t want to miss!”

—CLAIRE CLONINGER, songwriter, author, and speaker




“In The Dance of Hope, Bill Frey shows us with DVD clarity a vision of ‘the way things are’ in a church seen as God’s safe house for creating new people. These honest, vulnerable, and clear-eyed women and men use uncommon sense and trans-human resources to love the poor and alienated—and anyone else they encounter, including enemies. When they are in residence at church, the purpose of these Gentle Giants is to cohost with God his Love-in party for all kinds of people.”

—J. KEITH MILLER, author of The Taste of New Wine and A Hunger for Healing




“In this thoughtfully written book, William Frey gives us a careful theological study of hope’s purpose in the context of God’s larger story. Sometimes a glimpse of something bigger than ourselves can be the greatest cure of all. The Dance of Hope offers us such a glimpse—and beckons us to widen our vision of both God and the world.”

—JOY SAWYER, licensed psychotherapist and author of Dancing to the Heartbeat of Redemption




“For over twenty-five years I have lived in Bill and Barbara Frey’s extended family Christian community and have personally witnessed the truth of their lives. This book is true. I have lived it.”

—ANN B. DAVIS, Emmy Award–winning actress




“It is a rare learning opportunity indeed when a veteran churchman of the stature of Bishop Frey is willing to sum up a lifetime of thoughtful reflection on the Christian faith. This volume is a profound exploration of the reality of hope, but it is much more than that. It is the moving witness of one human being’s understanding of the essence of the whole Christian vision.”

—JOHN R. CLAYPOOL, IV, Episcopal priest and author of Tracks of a Fellow Struggler
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I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the all-glorious Father, may confer on you the spiritual gifts of wisdom and vision, with the knowledge of him that they bring. I pray that your inward eyes may be enlightened, so that you may know what is the hope to which he calls you, how rich and glorious is the share he offers you among his people in their inheritance, and how vast are the resources of his power open to us who have faith.

—EPHESIANS 1:17-19, REB

Hope is the ability to hear the melody of the future. Faith is the courage to dance to it today.

—ATTRIBUTION UNKNOWN
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THE POWER OF HOPE

If, as C. S. Lewis said, “joy is the serious business of heaven,” then hope must be the serious business of the church. One of the greatest gifts Christians can offer the world is a fresh infusion of hope. Our society’s supply is running very low.

Not that there aren’t lots of people out there offering hope. Madison Avenue does it twenty-four hours a day, blatantly trumpeting the “fact” that your life will be infinitely better if you buy their cola, their car, their cosmetics. But experienced people have learned to mute their televisions during the commercials.

And then there are the politicians. I write this during an election year and every day am made more aware of the fact that politicians understand the intoxicating power of hope better than most others. They depend on it to score big in every election. “The future will be better,” they say, “with me in office.” “We can solve all the problems caused by our opponents.” “Prosperity is just around the corner.” So great is the need for hope in the human psyche that we fall for it over and over again. “This time it will be different,” we say to ourselves. But deep inside we know better. We’ve had our fingers burned too often.

In a sort of caricature of the American dream, too many of us have come to believe that we’re automatically entitled to “the good things in life”—a good job with great benefits and a generous retirement plan, constant upward mobility, the perfect family, wonderful children, unfailing health, the latest gadgets, and season tickets to whatever it is we most enjoy. When any of these things fail to materialize (and they invariably do), we complain that our dreams have been shattered. In fact, if anything has been shattered it’s our illusions. And the shattering of illusions usually results in cynicism and despair.

Few people would deny that we live in a society that is increasingly prone to despair, one in which Prozac is becoming as common as peppermint. According to a major psychology magazine, clinical studies have revealed a tenfold increase in clinical depression among people in the United States during the last two generations. A gift of hope would be an enormous blessing.

But it would have to be the real thing, not some cheap substitute like optimism, which is usually based on some naive view of human nature with an added dose of wishful thinking. It would have to be based on fact, not fiction. And the offer would have to come from people whose lives it has visibly transformed.

Hope is what keeps us alive. It’s a stimulant that is much more powerful than any mind-altering drug and whose effects are not limited to the mind or the spirit. Our immune system responds both to the presence and the absence of hope. Hopeful people are healthier people. Hopeless people are susceptible not only to depression but to disease as well.

True hope has the power to diminish the effects of adversity. We’ve all met people who, on the surface, seem to have little to live for, but whose lives nonetheless are sparkling examples of joy, vitality, and hope. Phillips Brooks, a nineteenth-century bishop in Massachusetts who wrote “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” was once asked what he considered the greatest proof of the truth of Christianity. He replied, “An aunt of mine who lives in New Hampshire.”

We all know people whose personal circumstances, we imagine, would crush us if we were to suffer the same fate, and yet they give evidence of a remarkable inner peace and strength. Some of them triumph over material poverty, others over physical or emotional disabilities, and still others over unspeakable personal tragedies. But they all have one thing in common. They hope. And contrary to our current popular value system, their hope is not a purely materialistic one. It isn’t a matter of the poor hoping that someday they’ll buy a winning lottery ticket, or of the paralyzed dreaming that they will walk again. It’s hope of a different nature that keeps them so strongly alive.

Their testimony says, “No circumstances, internal or external, personal or environmental, will be permitted to define who and what I am, nor will they have the last word about what I may become.” Their identity is not the product of their immediate circumstances. It comes from somewhere else.

Sometimes it sounds like an almost defiant challenge, the sort of thing Job said while he was wrestling with his less-than-helpful friends: “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at the last he will stand upon the earth; and after my skin has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall see God, whom I shall see on my side, and my eyes shall behold, and not another” (Job 19:25-27). And sometimes it’s simply a peaceful surrender to the will and purposes of a loving God, as in Jesus’ words from the Cross, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46). Whatever the form, hope carries with it a triumphant vitality.

And what of those without hope? In The Inferno, Dante tells us that the sign above the gates of hell says, “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.” And Eric Fromm says that the “person who has given up hope … has entered the gates of hell, whether he knows it or not, and has left behind him his own humanity.”

Hope is the conviction that things—the things that, in the final analysis, matter the most—will someday be better. It’s “the melody of the future.” Or as one modern theologian put it, hope means that “whatever happens, the future is secure.”

How desperately we need that gift!

The Erosion of Hope

But who can give such a gift, and on what can it be based? The logical source should be the Christian community. After all, the Christian gospel provides the only solid foundation for lives grounded in hope. But sadly, even there hope is often in short supply.

Though it’s mentioned in the Bible almost two hundred times (and many more, if you include the hundreds of “fear nots”), hope has become the Cinderella of Paul’s famous trinity of “faith, hope, and love.” Thousands of books have been written about faith and love, but far fewer speak to us about hope. A widely used study guide lists a dozen major biblical themes, and while faith and love are near the top, hope isn’t mentioned at all.

When we examine our deficits as Christians, a loss of hope may not be the first thing that springs to mind. Its disappearance is usually imperceptible, the result of a long, slow process of erosion that washes away the fertile topsoil of our faith, leaving the barren rock exposed. And after a while we begin to believe that this barrenness is the natural condition of Christians and that spiritual aridity is somehow normal, even virtuous.

Many of us would confess to living with a sort of spiritual malaise, perhaps even some degree of depression. This malaise may begin with the subtle suspicion that something is missing in our Christian life. Almost unconsciously we feel that the practice of our Christian faith ought to be yielding greater results than it does. We go through the motions of worship, Bible study, and prayer without experiencing anything like the “glorious inheritance” and “vast resources of power” that Paul speaks about in the passage quoted at the beginning of this introduction. There seems to be a huge chasm between Paul’s expectations and our own experience. While we may not know exactly what Jesus had in mind when he promised us “life in abundance,” we suspect that we haven’t yet found it. And if we identify with any biblical character, it’s probably a doubting Thomas, or the anonymous man who said to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24).

If someone were to ask us, we would say that we have deep admiration for the truly joyful and hopeful Christians we meet. But secretly we assume that they must be among the fortunate few who have never had any real problems or that they’re in denial about something or that their faith is superficial. After all, that’s more tolerable than admitting they’ve discovered something we have overlooked or, for some reason, have been denied.

When we pray we often feel that our words simply bounce off the ceiling. We sometimes suspect that the line is busy, and on our bad days we even begin to doubt that there is a line. We wonder why our lives lack the transforming power of Christ that we read about in the Bible and that we occasionally see in other people. Why does our faith seem so weak, or even irrelevant, as we struggle with our daily difficulties—the conflicts within our families, our concerns about our jobs and job security, our anxieties about our health, our apprehensions about growing old, or our own personal pain or that of our loved ones? How do we make the connections between all of these problems and what we profess to believe?

And so we keep plodding along, hoping that God will come out of hiding, as we search for some tangible sign that the Holy Spirit is at work in our lives. And we ask ourselves, in the words of the old song, “Is that all there is?” Why, we say, though we count ourselves as conscious and intentional Christians, do we so frequently feel like those people Jesus described as “harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd”? In short, we seem to fit John Wesley’s description of Christians who “have just enough religion to make them miserable.” Why do we need a fresh infusion of hope just like everybody else?

A Question of Story

I’m convinced that one of the major reasons for our lack of hope, for our spiritual malaise, is that we’ve forgotten who we are. We’ve lost our memory and suffer from a sort of spiritual Alzheimer’s. And having lost our memory, we’ve lost our identity.

In late 1997 at the War Crimes Tribunal in The Hague, a witness, testifying in the matter of genocide in Rwanda, told an astounding story. He told of a pregnant Tutsi woman who, just before she was raped and killed by a Hutu invader, handed her tormentor a book and said, “Take this Bible, for it is our memory, and because you do not know what you are doing.”

This anonymous woman’s testimony reflects a deeply powerful Christian spirituality, one literally capable of enabling her to love her immediate—and homicidal—enemy. But it also bears witness to an amazing comprehension of the Bible, of the Bible’s place and purpose in the lives of ordinary Christians, and of the power of the biblical story to transform and transfigure human personality and experience. The Bible is indeed our memory, and when we lose it, for whatever reason, we don’t know what we’re doing.

A prominent theologian, reflecting on the current intellectual and moral fragmentation in Western society, said: “It is all a question of story. We are in trouble just now because we don’t have a good story. We are in between stories. The Old Story—the account of how the world came to be and how we fit into it—is not functioning properly, and we haven’t learned the New Story. The Old Story sustained us for a long period of time. It shaped our emotional attitudes, provided us with life purpose, guided education. We awoke in the morning and knew where we were … everything was taken care of because the story was there … it provided a context in which life could function in a meaningful manner.”1

The “Old Story” is, of course, the Bible. And if the story isn’t functioning properly, one of the main reasons is that it’s been forgotten, or it was poorly learned in the first place. My thesis is that we don’t so much need to learn a new story as to recapture the old one.

But we need to recapture it in a fresh way that reveals the wonder and excitement inherent in the story itself. We need to let it speak not simply to our minds, so that we might give mental assent to Christian propositions about truth, nor to our hearts alone, so that we might form a sentimental attachment to the things of God, but to our imaginations, so that our hearts, minds, and wills will be stirred to active participation in the mighty acts that God is still doing in our own day and time.

Jesus once made a pointed reference to biblical blindness and to the need for a cure. The occasion was one of those stump-the-Rabbi days when Jesus’ enemies, like a mob of hungry reporters hounding a politician, tried to trick him into saying something incriminating. After successfully fending off the Pharisees with his render-to-Caesar remark, he was approached by a group of Sadducees. These were the urbane, sophisticated, powerful, and well-connected folk who, unlike the orthodox Pharisees, denied the resurrection of the dead, claiming it wasn’t taught in the Torah, the Jewish Law.

They told him a hoary old rabbinical story about a woman who had married into a family that, apparently, suffered from some grave genetic defect. She married the first of seven brothers, but he died without having fathered a child. She then married the second brother and the same thing happened, and so on through all seven. Finally, the woman herself died. The Sadducees then popped their how-to-embarrass-a-fundamentalist question: “Rabbi, in this (ahem) resurrection, whose wife will she be, since she had married all seven?”

Jesus refused to dignify the query with a direct answer but simply told them that they were totally clueless (“ye therefore do greatly err”) because they knew “neither the Scriptures nor the power of God.” He then proceeded to show them, from one of their own favorite texts, just how wrong they were.2

One of the things to remember about this brief encounter is that the Sadducees were not biblical illiterates. In fact, they had some characteristics in common with modern-day fundamentalists. They knew the words, but they hadn’t heard the music. They had read the Scriptures, but Jesus said they didn’t know the Scriptures. In other words, they were familiar with the text as religious information, but they had not yet learned to view the text as an invitation to an experiential encounter with the living God. His challenge to them was to take a fresh look at familiar words and to find in them the power of God to offer new life, even to the dead.

Memory Loss

The loss of our biblical memory can be traced to a number of causes. The first and most obvious one is that few people invest the time and effort necessary to master the Book. A survey by Christianity Today revealed that even those evangelical Christians whose boast is in the Bible share in American society’s biblical illiteracy to an alarming degree.

Even when we do try to know the Scriptures, we find it hard to connect the dots and see the whole biblical picture. Many of us shy away from the Bible because we have too much trouble sorting out the plot. There doesn’t seem to be any recognizable thread running through it that we can take hold of. A modern author says, “Though the Bible is full of literature’s two great themes, love and death (as well as its exciting caricatures, sex and violence), it’s also full of tedious ritual prescriptions and interminable battles.”3 And besides, so many of the names are strange and unfamiliar. We can handle Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but what about Abel-Beth-Maachah or Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz?

Another reason we have lost our biblical memory is that most people fail to see the connection between the Old Testament and the New and therefore misunderstand, or understand only fragmentarily, a great deal of what they do read. Even among those who do read the Bible, the Old Testament generally gets short shrift. Someone recently complained that among Christians the New Testament is required reading whereas the Old Testament is thought of as elective. At least one of the reasons for this is that old misconception about the supposed conflict between the so-called God of wrath and vengeance of the Old Testament and the God of love and mercy of the New.

An influential and controversial second-century teacher, Marcion, actually posited the existence of two different Gods. Christians must reject the Old Testament and its God of law and justice, he said, in favor of an abbreviated New Testament whose God, the Father of Jesus, is a God of love and salvation. Though Marcionism was eventually branded as heresy, it would not be too much of an exaggeration to say that Marcion may have lost the battle, but he won the war. While we may no longer believe in two Gods, some seem to think that, during the years between the Testaments, God must have gone into therapy.

By way of contrast, I once heard a prominent biblical theologian claim, with a bit of hyperbole that scholars occasionally use, that the only really important part of the Bible is the Old Testament. The New, he said, was simply a brief appendix added to let people know that the Old Testament promises had all come true!

But there’s more. Even when we know the biblical story, there’s still the question of whether we understand the story. Many of us fail to see how it’s connected to our day-to-day lives and experiences, how its worldview is to be understood in the light of the presuppositions of modern society. Some of us are almost schizophrenic, trying to live with one view of reality that we exercise in “religious” settings and a totally different understanding of reality that we use the rest of the time.

We might believe, for example, that Jesus and some of his followers healed the sick with a touch, but we have difficulty believing that such things could happen today in what we call the “real world.” We might even accept the fact that Jesus was raised from the dead but fail to see the relevance of that event to the common things of everyday life—the way we earn our money and the way we spend it, how we make and maintain our relationships with other people, the way we behave in a traffic jam or in a checkout line, how we educate our children and pass on to them the values we treasure.

And finally, if we’ve been unable to make the necessary connections between the biblical story and our own, it may well be because of the lenses we’ve been using to read it. For centuries we’ve been unconsciously selective in the way we interpret the biblical story. We’ve done it primarily through what may be called a “salvation lens.” “What must I do to be saved?” has been the major question of the Western church. That’s an important question, to be sure, but it isn’t the only one that needs to be asked. Thomas Berry traces this selectivity back to the fourteenth century, to the impact of the Black Death, which devastated the Western—and Christian—world. Whatever theological optimism there may have been about this present life was shattered when the plague swept across Europe. How would the church respond to the annihilation of such a large number of its members? By concentrating almost exclusively on the life of the world to come.

“Within traditional Christianity there was an intensification of the faith experience,” said Berry, “an effort to activate supernatural forces with special powers of intervention … the redemption mystique became the dominant form of Christian experience.” He blamed this “excessive emphasis on redemption” for the neglect of the doctrine of Creation, which had been one of the primary concerns of Christian thinkers during the church’s early centuries.4

In Western Christianity, then, our primary lens has been the one that highlights those parts of the story described in the second paragraph of the Christian creed that speaks of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection on our behalf, “who for us and for our salvation came down from heaven.” We’ve become so comfortable looking at our biblical picture through this salvation lens that we’ve forgotten there are other lenses, and more often than not, we’re unaware of what we’re doing.

When, in recent years, we’ve begun to use a secondary lens, it has come from the third paragraph of the creed that speaks of the role of the Holy Spirit in the church and in the lives of believers. We might call this the “pneumatic lens,” which comes from pneuma, the Greek word for “spirit.” Since the Pentecostal revival of the early 1900s and the charismatic movement that began in the 1960s, there has been a renewed awareness of the active role of the Holy Spirit in the church and the world.

However, there’s yet another lens, and until we use it, our picture of the biblical story will still be incomplete. It’s the “Creation lens,” the one that comes from the first paragraph of the creed that describes the creative activity of God the Father, “maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.” It isn’t a question of our having had a mistaken understanding of the Christian faith in the past; it’s more a question of incompleteness. While the salvation and pneumatic lenses do give us a recognizable and useable image, they don’t give us the whole picture. Without the Creation lens, our picture, like a television with the color filters out of balance, will lack the full intensity and beauty of the original. Our memory will be deficient, and our identity incomplete.

Come along on a journey that will enable us to recover the missing parts of our story, a journey that will reveal the fullness of our identity in Christ, the glorious hope that was present in God’s original plan for the world. Come and see the Christian community as the bearer of God’s hope for the whole cosmos. Come and learn to hear “the melody of the future” and discover how to dance to that melody today.

 


In the beginning God created…

—GENESIS 1:1, KJV

In the beginning was the Word…

—JOHN 1:1

The first man, Adam, became a living being; the last Adam became a life-giving spirit.… Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of heaven.

—1 CORINTHIANS 15:45,49

United to Christ—New Creation!

—2 CORINTHIANS 5:17, AUTHOR’S TRANSLATION FROM THE GREEK
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WHERE WE CAME FROM

The Context

In order to use a Creation lens, we’ll have to examine the creation itself. The concept of a new creation, which we’ll explore in much greater detail, doesn’t mean a great deal unless we understand something about the first one. And this cannot be done by simple prooftexting. After all, a text without the context easily becomes a pretext. We need to understand how the individual pieces fit into the whole story. And that brings us back to our original problem. Knowing the story—the whole story.

What we need to find is a simple narrative thread that binds it all together, a sort of mental clothesline on which we can hang all the pieces. Scholars call such a clothesline a “metanarrative”—a story within a story. Perhaps the most frequently used metanarrative is “Creation, Fall, and Redemption.” I once heard someone abbreviate it even more when, with a nod to John Milton, he said the story is about “Paradise Lost” and “Paradise Regained.” In 1998 the renowned biblical scholar Bruce Metzger gave a masterful address in which he outlined the story under five headings:


	Old Testament—Preparation

	Gospels—Manifestation

	Acts—Propagation

	Epistles—Explanation

	Revelation—Consummation



In the years immediately preceding the ministry of Jesus, the famous Rabbi Hillel said that a wise scholar should be able to recite the Law and the Prophets while standing on one leg. He, too, was seeking a metanarrative, a simple outline for teaching a lot of complex material. You’ll recall that Jesus was once asked what is the “greatest commandment,” and







	Creation—God’s dream

	Fragmentation—human resistance

	Experimentation—Ark, Law, and Sword

	Future Prophesied—promised transformations

	New Creation—promises fulfilled, new age inaugurated

	Heavenly Consummation



God’s Dream




























“You Will Be Like God”













East of Eden
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FiNDING OURSELVES IN THE RHYTHM OF
Gop's GREAT STORY

William C. Frey
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