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Introduction: My motivation in writing this book
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Although over the years I have benefited much from Christian biographies and autobiographies, I used to think that I would never write such a book about my own life and spiritual experiences. There were several reasons for this. To begin with, the lives of men like Bunyan, the Wesleys, David Brainerd, Pascal, Jonathan Edwards, Moody, Luther, Augustine and others – whether described at first or second hand – had so much to offer in the way of education and edification, that it seemed as if by comparison I had nothing to say. The same might also be said of many other books by or about lesser-known individuals in many walks of life, all of them testifying to the reality of Christ’s deliverance from the world, self, sin and death.

Secondly, apart from the feeling that I had nothing significant enough to say to justify a book – not even a small one – I was also mindful of my own innumerable spiritual failings. Errors, mistakes, sins; transgressions and iniquities of thought, of word, of deed; sins of omission and commission, whether trivial or serious – what a convoluted mingling of darkness and light is the human soul. Not wanting to appear more holy and righteous than I really was by leaving things out, yet not wanting to dredge up everything from my past either, since so much of it is no longer relevant to my life, it seemed wiser to say nothing.

Finally, I felt no specific calling to write such a book. Seeking to serve Christ in whatever way or area his Spirit and the providential indications of God might lead me to, the idea that I should put time and effort into writing about myself seemed at best a distraction, and at worst the result of a desire for self-glorification.

Now, however, having passed my 68th birthday, a number of things have led me to reconsider, and to wonder if some reflections on my life and what God has done for me might be worthwhile and acceptable to God, and also beneficial (even if in a small way) to others, whether many or few. Certainly I do not expect acclamation from the world at large for such a book. I know that the ideas, experiences and beliefs I will attempt to set forth are obnoxious to the vast multitudes of those who have no regard for God and, more particularly, no regard for God as he has revealed himself to us in his Son Jesus Christ. 

Yet, in spite of the decidedly non-contemporary tone and purpose of this book, perhaps, if God wills, something will come of it. If God should not so will, I will acquiesce in that. If God gives me the proper spirit, I will not merely acquiesce, but also give thanks to him in all things as being his will for me, an unprofitable servant.

One reason for reconsidering my longstanding indifference to such a project is that I have been remarkably assisted by the Spirit of Christ through various and numerous trials. I have been helped also to a higher (though still very lowly) level of spiritual experience, including some faint glimpses of the glory yet to be revealed, more so than I had experienced in years previous. It is possible to experience joy unspeakable and full of glory; to know that our sins are forgiven; to have newness of life and a living hope no matter how sad our backgrounds might be; to find that God, the hidden power of the cosmos, knows us, cares for us, and helps us, and will receive us when we die – and I wish to give thanks to God for these and other blessings, and acknowledge him openly. As the psalmist says of God’s dealings with him, “He brought me up also out of an horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock, and established my goings. And he hath put a new song in my mouth, even praise unto our God” (Psalm 40:2-3).

Secondly, after observing that some other Christian memoirs gave clear indications of problems without going into them in excessive and soul-baring detail, I ventured to hope that something considerably less than a fully detailed biography might nevertheless have some value. After all, the main focus of this narrative should not be on my miserable and failed old man, with all of its insecurities, failures, fears, hurts and resentments and so on, but on the reality of being a new creature in Christ – it being clearly understood that every such new creature emerges from the death of sin into which we were all born through Adam’s transgression. Sound asleep in a state of darkness; imagining we are at liberty when we are slaves; conceiving ourselves to be happy when we are miserable – such is everyone in the entire human race, without external intervention from above.

Thirdly, in the year of our Lord 2021, looking back over the road I have travelled from my childhood in America in the 1950s until today, and thinking of the vast changes that have been wrought in every level of society during my time of life, it seemed at least possible that a traditionally Christian and (I trust) biblical analysis of that period would yield some new insights. After all, the Christian point of view, written from the vantage point of belief in the literal and historical truth of the Bible, is heard less and less in our society today. It is being increasingly drowned out by the noise of a constant barrage of news, and the distractions of foolish popular entertainments in all of their insidious and nefarious forms. When we add to these all of the various pressures of modern life, including the distractions of liberal and secular forms of Christianity that (in my view) dishonestly manipulate conventional Christian words and themes in the pursuit of radically different ends; when we consider as well the various tumults of current events, fears and crises that effectively divert so many people from more careful attention to the inner condition of their immortal souls – then I think it can be argued that, humanly speaking, we Christians are seriously outnumbered.

I am willing to contribute my widow’s mite to try and redress this serious imbalance. After all, if even a single paragraph taken at random from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount has more everlasting weight than endless merely human political, social, and philosophical speculations, even if those speculations were all rolled together into one and multiplied by ten thousand – if that is so, I would be a very poor student of Scripture if I could not find at least a few verses of divinely inspired truth that shed light on the journey of a lost soul (my own) from death to life, and on the current plight of America as a lost, troubled, and deeply confused superpower, whose end may come sooner than we think (or not, as God in his infallible wisdom decrees). 

Fourthly and finally, concerning my motives in writing this book, I have felt a certain unction, an abiding impulse to do so that (if I am not deceived) is something deeper than mere personal desire. Having begun the attempt, I am confirmed in my feeling, both in writing and in reflecting on what I might write, that this effort is definitely of spiritual value to myself, and might possibly be of value to others also. The God of Scripture, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God who manifested and even now manifests himself to us in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ, this God is still real. He is at work even in our day and time, and I feel deeply privileged by Him to be able to add even my small voice to the choruses of human praise to God from the darkness of this lost and sinful world – a world that is, I fear, headed for disaster, yet is nevertheless still beautiful with the promise of eternal life in a new heaven and a new earth in the presence of the living God for ever.
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Before continuing with my narrative of a journey from the fields and pastures of rural Illinois to a university in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and from the dark night of unbelief to a dawning awareness of the unsearchable riches of God in Christ, it seemed worthwhile to make a few introductory comments on the title I have used for this book.

Concerning the phrase “light in the darkness of postmodernism,” I have read that some serious thinkers deny the existence of any such thing as “postmodernism,” considering it to be merely a more extreme form of modernism. There is some cogency in this argument, but I think we can reasonably distinguish between the two, as the differences are real and significant.

To begin with, in the postmodern era there has been a profound loss of optimism about the reality of human progress, and about the future of human society. There are still some starry-eyed modernists who have sweet dreams about the blessings yet to come that technology, science, and political manipulations will someday bring to us, but the pervading sense of optimism that characterized Western secularism before the First World War is irretrievably gone. Not one but two world wars, as well as the increasingly obvious fragility and vulnerability of our highly advanced technological societies, have contributed to a profound sense of unease that does not lack justification – though it may be stifled by mindless radical political activism, or by the equally mindless hedonism of various entertainments and physical pleasures.

Furthermore, there has been a loss of faith in science. As with the first point, there are still those with their heads in the sand who cling to outmoded concepts of a scientific monopoly of all real knowledge, but it seems less and less likely that science will ever discover the ultimate nature and origins of the universe. Each new discovery only opens up new and previously unsuspected vistas of the unknown, and each step forward leads only farther into darkness and emptiness. It is increasingly evident, to those who have eyes to see, that science-ism is a limited way of knowing that will never be able to answer the questions of why we are here and how we should live. 

It has also become more and more evident that science has aggravated life’s problems by giving us more and more power to destroy, or to dominate and control, without correspondingly increasing our wisdom, our justice, our honesty or our compassion and empathy for others. Nuclear weapons, napalm, machine guns and innumerable other instruments of death and mayhem have been bequeathed to us by scientists and technicians diligently subordinating their talents and energies to the service of the state. Far from contributing to world peace, scientific advances have made warfare far more violent and destructive that anyone in previous ages could ever have imagined. If some scientific genius were to discover dramatic new insights into the nature of the atom, insights that would make the manufacture of atomic bombs much simpler and cheaper, would it not be better for humanity if he kept his precious scientific knowledge to himself? But what if said genius were driven by a most unscientific desire for fame and financial reward? In that case, no thought whatsoever would be given to the interests of humanity at large, and science would aid us yet further in our onward march to destruction.

I might also mention the problems of pollution, another side effect of modern science and technology, one that some people have ludicrously tried to blame on the creation account in Genesis. God gave Adam and Eve dominion over the earth, “over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth” (Genesis 1:26), not so that they might ravage and destroy creation, but so that they might benefit from it and use it wisely. The Bible says the “the LORD God took the man, and put him into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it” (Genesis 2:15). It is more than a little ironic that secularists will brag and boast of the wonders wrought by science and by human intelligence in the predominantly secular modern age, and then try to blame the Genesis account of creation for the damage that they themselves have made possible, if not directly caused. 

A third distinguishing characteristic of postmodernism is the overt and conscious rejection of what used to be considered elementary principles of rationality. Reason, logic, facts and evidence are a matter of complete indifference to those whose concepts of reality are based solely on what they wish, feel or desire. This has been a persistent problem throughout human history, but never before in America history has such a deliberate repudiation of reason been so widely affirmed even at the highest levels of academia, and so widely practiced among those who are supposedly educated and occupy or someday will occupy positions of responsibility in society. This is accompanied by contempt and hostility toward those who take opposing positions, no matter how valid their reasons might be.

Getting back to the title of this attempt at writing, something also needs to be said about the word “Christian.” Unfortunately, there are today so many different varieties of “Christian” that I feel the word has become far too ambiguous. There are Christians who believe that the Bible is full of mistakes and errors, and Christians who like myself believe it is divinely inspired and inerrant – not only when it speaks of spiritual things, but when it records historical events. There are Christians who believe abortion is a woman’s right, and others who (again, like myself) believe it is a crime, a sin against God, a heartless and callous destruction of innocent human life that will surely in the day of judgment bring down God’s wrath on all involved in it, unless they repent of their sin and find forgiveness from God.

There are Christians who believe that Christ is one way to heaven, perhaps the best among several other ways, or even many other ways, while others believe that Christ is the only way, and that his name is the only name given under heaven whereby we can be saved, as the Bible rightly teaches. There are some with the name of Christian who believe that various forms of sexual activity outside of the boundaries of marriage between a man and a woman are natural and acceptable to God, while others believe, again in agreement with biblical teaching, that sexually immoral and unclean people will not inherit the kingdom of God – unless, again, they find cleansing and forgiveness in Christ. 

There are Christians who believe in Darwin’s theory of evolution and the primacy of scientific knowledge, and Christians who believe (as I do) in the literal and historical nature of the creation account in Genesis, considering science to be a lesser sort of knowledge that cannot reach unto spiritual things. The creation of the world, after all, has never been scientifically observed or replicated in a laboratory experiment. Hence it lies beyond the ken of science – and though scientists may try to extrapolate backwards from known laws to figure out what might have happened, there is no way of knowing what natural laws might or might not have been in operation at the birth of the cosmos or the creation of the solar system and the world. Hence their imaginary speculations have no scientific validity. This is also true when it comes to the reality of human consciousness, which continues to defy all weak and ineffectual materialistic scientific theories.

Returning to the subject of different understandings of Christianity, there are Christians who believe that faith is intellectual assent to doctrines, while others believe that a living faith animated by the Spirit of Christ is required. There are also many external divisions: Liberals and Conservatives, Catholics and Protestants, Pentecostals, Orthodox, and various factions within those groupings – so in what sense do I call myself a Christian? As briefly as possible, for the sake of clarity and to indicate what sort of book this might be, I would like to say that there is a God, an unseen power behind the creation and sustenance of the cosmos; that this God is a personal God, who communicates with us his creatures not only through the splendors of creation - “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Psalm 19:1) - but also through the Bible. This precious book was written by men, but by men so uniquely inspired of God as to give us a faithful, true and accurate record of God’s dealings with us, and of his laws, statutes, ordinances and decrees, within the boundaries of which we find not bondage and oppression, but rather liberty and life. 

God has also revealed himself to us in the person of his Son Jesus Christ. In him, and in his life and his teachings as truly and factually described in the New Testament, we can find the pathway to God, and reconciliation with God. As Jesus Christ himself said, “I am the way, the truth and the life: no man cometh unto the Father but by me” (John 14:6). 

To be sure, there are many who call themselves Christians that would disagree with me on these points, or agree but interpret them differently. We cannot expect to fully resolve all of these various understandings to everyone’s satisfaction in this life, since “now we see through a glass darkly,” and we must allow spiritual liberty for those who think differently than we do. Nevertheless, it seems clear to me that there are two questions which greatly help to clarify, if not to automatically resolve, all of these varying understandings of Christianity. One of them is, “What do you think of Christ?”, and the other is “What do you think of the Bible?”

Concerning the first of these, since we are discussing different approaches to Christianity, we do not need at this point to include the atheists, agnostics, and adherents of other religions. Speaking rather of those who claim for themselves the name of Christian, I would say that those who regard Jesus of Nazareth as a mere human being, as a religious genius and a sublime ethical teacher perhaps, but nevertheless a man who was born and who died in the ordinary way, and was essentially, in his human nature, no different from no one else on the planet – such people in my view cannot legitimately call themselves “Christians.”

Now, the obvious question here is, “Who are you to determine who is or is not a Christian? If someone has deep respect for a merely human Jesus, and furthermore attempts to follow his teachings, may they not consider themselves Christians if they wish? And may they not even, in their kindness and human goodness, be a better Christian than you?”

Of course, we have religious freedom, and anyone is allowed to call themselves a Christian or not according to the dictates of their own consciences. I have no ecclesiastical or political power, and certainly have neither the right nor the desire to compel anyone to agree with my own views against their will – but, just as other people of various convictions have the right to say what they think, so do I also have such a right. So, it is my view, a view shared by myriads of others and integral to historic Christianity, that the Christ of Scripture was not merely a man of unusually high spiritual development and insight.

This brings us directly to the second question: “What do you think of Scripture?” Confining ourselves for the moment to the four gospels and their narratives of the life and teachings of Christ, if these narratives are not accurate we have no religion at all. We have some Palestinian legends that are merely human contrivances, possibly with some truth mixed in, but so cunningly devised as to make it impossible to determine which portions are true and which are not. We need a biblical account of Christ that is true in every respect, and so free from all error, as to be a sure and infallible guide, or else we have no real religion at all, only a superstition that all serious people with intellectual integrity will rightly pay no attention to (unless their academic specialty happens to be Roman Palestine).

If, on the other hand, the biblical narratives of Christ in the four gospels are true, written by men but by men so uniquely aided by the Spirit of God as to give us a true relation of facts, free from all admixture of human error, as I believe is the case, then in reading about Christ we discover a man who ate, slept, was tired, who inhabited a human body with all of the biological realities that that entails, yet who also walked on water; who commanded the obedience of the winds and of the sea; who raised to life a man that had been dead for four days; and who restored the sight of a man that had been blind from birth.

Furthermore, this man claimed to have the power to forgive sins; to know the will of God and to deliver words directly from God; to have been with God from before the creation of the world, and to have existed prior to his entry into the world through the womb of a normal woman. He claimed that anyone who had seen him had seen God; that he was bread come down from heaven, the light of the world, the way to God, and the living embodiment of eternal truth; that he came into the world from God, and was going back to God.

Looking outside of the four gospels for a moment, we see him described elsewhere in the New Testament, after his departure from the world, as having eyes like a flame of fire, feet like brass burning in a furnace, his face like the sun shining in its strength, and his voice like the sound of many waters. The apostle Paul on the road to Damascus encountered Christ as a shining light from heaven, brighter than the sun, which knocked him to the ground by the mere force of its appearance and left him blind for three days.

These are only some of the biblical descriptions of a man unlike any other man that ever walked the face of the earth – and a man furthermore that lived a sinless and perfect life, without flaw of any kind (though some, without a proper sense of respect or humility, have rashly accused him of wrongdoing for things they are incapable of comprehending). Clearly, this is not a mere man we are speaking of – if the Bible is true. This is I realize a very large “if,” and a contested point that many refuse to concede. But, if the Bible is not true – and I say this in the same sense that Christ said at his trial “If I have spoken evil, bear witness of the evil” – then the Christian religion is completely nullified, and we can put our Bibles on the shelf next to Homer’s Iliad or Ovid’s Metamorphoses. 

Then is our faith vain, and our hope void. We are left with a Christ who was at best nothing more than a Palestinian Socrates, a man whose life has been irremediably obscured by myths, legends, fables and fantasies, and we have therefore no honest alternative but to convert to atheism or to some other religion – or to believe in nothing at all except for the momentary pursuit of whatever delights the dark and sinful world has to offer until our trivial and insignificant lives are snuffed out by meaningless death.

So, is the Bible the Word of God? An in-depth discussion of this question would be too much of a digression at this point, yet some comments are in order. To begin with, there is the question “Does God exist?” As we can see from the aforementioned “if” statement that Christ made at his trial, we don’t need to fear rationally considering even the most disagreeable alternatives. Continuing then in a purely speculative vein, if God does not exist, then of course the Bible cannot be his Word. If on the other hand God does exist, that does not necessarily prove that the Bible gives us a reliable account of his nature and of his providential dealings with men. What if God were nothing but the humanly reasonable god of a Greek philosopher, a remote and distant force that set the cosmos in motion but is unconcerned with us mere mortals, with our trifling joys and trivial sufferings?

If a God of some sort does exist, not merely as a philosophical concept or as a convenient explanation for the existence of the universe; if this God created us not to no purpose, but so that he might interact with us and we with him; if he is in fact a personal God, then his creation and his governance of the world, and his desire that we know him and come into communion with him, make the idea of the Bible much more plausible as a source of reliable insight into the nature of God and his will and purposes for us.

Hopefully those who believe – as I have come to believe – in a divinely inspired Bible, historically and spiritually truthful, a light in the darkness of this world, and a faithful and sure guide into the eternal kingdom of God; hopefully they will not be put off by all of the “ifs” in the preceding paragraphs. Paul also said “But if there be no resurrection from the dead, then is Christ not risen: And if Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is also vain . . . For if the dead rise not, then is not Christ raised: And if Christ be not raised, your faith is in vain; ye are yet in your sins” (I Corinthians 15:13-14, 16-17). Paul is exploring the logic of faith, and faith too has its reason and logic. 

When all of this is soberly considered, it is not unreasonable to believe in the Bible in its entirety, if one believes in a personal God, and it is not at all unreasonable to believe in the existence of a personal God. The atheists may argue otherwise, but they have no scientific evidence to prove their assertions. Their science is confined to the visible, material world, and has nothing whatever to say about things beyond its extremely limited sphere of competence. It is contrary to all merely human will and reason to believe that God came to earth as a man at a certain point in time; that he died on the cross as a sacrifice for the sins of the human race; and that he rose from the dead, and returned to his heavenly place of origin, whence he will return as God indisputably manifest. 

Those things are foolish to the natural mind, as Paul writes when he speaks of the gospel of Christ not depending on merely human wisdom. Of course we can argue, debate, and try to answer questions, but in the end we do not rely on eloquence of speech or profundities of earthly learning, but on the foolishness of preaching, “That your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God” (I Corinthians 2:5). This is a common mistake Christians make, and I have made, to have arguments about religious topics without the mind of Christ and the Spirit of God.

Anyway, the purpose of these introductory remarks is not to argue for the truth of the Bible, as important as that is (and I hope to make some further comments elsewhere in this study). The purpose is to state that a certain and sure Word from God is essential to authentic, practical and living Christianity, and that those who subordinate the Bible to human reason, and who allow misguided standards of human reason divorced from God to determine the boundaries and nature of their faith, have started down a treacherous path. If followed too far it will lead them outside of and away from the mind and the Spirit of Christ completely, if it has not already done so.

I hope in the following extended essay explanation to give an account of how I came over a number of years to see the Bible as the Word of God, the light, the truth and the wisdom of God. As a result, my life was transformed and is still being transformed daily. Before commencing with that narrative, however, I probably should make a few more comments on the title. The phrase “life and times” extends (apart from some brief and random glances at family history) from 1952, when I was born, until 2021, the date of the completion of this book. Although I have spent over twenty years of this period teaching English overseas - in mainland China, the Sultanate of Oman, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia - I don’t plan to write about those countries, except in passing. I am more concerned with events and developments in my own country, the United States of America, and also with Western culture in general, insofar as I am capable of understanding them, that is. In spite of having lived overseas for so long, I have tried to keep abreast of events there, and have also read widely, if haphazardly, about Europe. My ancestors originated from there, and I feel a profound sense of kinship and identity with the old country, since Western culture after all contributed so much to the emergence, development and present state of the U.S.A.

Nevertheless, since I have lived for so many years in the Islamic world; since it is a relevant issue today; and since those hostile to all religion are increasingly inclined to conflate Islam and Christianity in a way that is often inaccurate - as if there were not significant differences between Christian fundamentalism and Muslim fundamentalism - these things being so, it might not be inappropriate for me make a few comments on the two religions in this introduction. 

In my now approximately 17 years in two Islamic countries, I have had no real problems there (excepting of course ordinary problems of life which could arise anywhere in the world). I have walked the streets of Arab cities in safety even late at night, and have furthermore never been harassed or bothered because of my Christianity. I know by experience that many Muslim Arabs are ordinary people, for whom I feel a sincere affection as fellow earthlings with many good and admirable qualities.

All of this having been said, it will I think create no offense when I say that the Bible and the Koran are profoundly different in many ways; that Christ and Mohammed are profoundly different in many ways; and that those who seriously devote their lives to rightly following Mohammed and the Koran will end up going in a very different direction from those who try their best to follow the teachings of Christ and the New Testament. It is for these reasons that cultures profoundly influenced by one religion have turned out to be inarguably different from those profoundly influenced by the other.

At this point, I think it is not too much of a digression to ask if Muslims and Christians believe in and worship the same God. When it comes to Jesus Christ as God temporarily manifest in the flesh, Christians and Muslims emphatically do not worship the same God. When it comes to God the Father, maker and heaven of earth, it can be said that Christians and Moslems have radically different opinions of His nature and how He is best worshipped and served in this life. These opposing views are incompatible, and cannot be reconciled.

Consider for example two opposing views of a certain past American President. One person may say that this President was a great man with sound policies who led America in the right direction, while another may say of the same President that he was a dangerous liar with a shady past who undermined the Constitution, harmed the economy, and failed to uphold the country’s laws. They are speaking of the same person, but have such drastically different views of him that real dialogue between them is difficult.

When it comes to religion, opposing views do not automatically necessitate violence – although the Koran does sanction religiously motivated violence in a way that the New Testament does not. Thus, no sincere Christian would ever consider suicide bombing, and would consider it a pathway not to paradise but to eternal punishment. The violence of the Old Testament conquests was also different, being centered on a single small piece of real estate and never meant for global application, and furthermore having no living parallel today.

For these and other reasons, atheists could find a conference of the most conservative Bible-believing fundamentalist Christians in the U.S.A. today, and walk around outside with placards showing cartoon pictures of Jesus and denying the truths of the Bible at no risk to themselves. They would not be killed or put to death, since Christian religious law does not mandate death for denial of the truths of Christianity or for disrespect towards Christ. Such protestors might be invited to have a conversation about how hopelessly wrong and misguided they were, but they would not be assaulted or even threatened.

Moreover, when we consider the violence that has wracked and plagued mankind in the approximately 5,000 years of our recorded history; when we consider that Africa, Asia, Europe, the Americas and the Middle East all have long and violent histories, in which peace sometimes seems the exception and war the norm; when we consider how many wars have been caused not by religion but by the love of power and glory and the excitement of conquest; and when we remember that even people of the same religions have gone to war with each other for many non-religious reasons – then we have to realize, if we are capable of thinking clearly, that religion is by no means the sole cause, or even the major cause, of human conflict. In fact, some rulers in our own modern era have thought religion was harmful and sought to eliminate it. Following human reason alone they became horrifying monsters of cruelty, and among the worst mass murderers of all time. I will mention Lenin, Stalin, Pol Pot and Chairman Mao, for those not too well-informed about the disasters and evils of our own dark and backward modern secular age.

Who are these ignorant and badly educated people who blame only or primarily religion for the violence in the world? LBJ did not lead America into war in Southeast Asia because of religion, and neither did Napoleon seek to subjugate Europe because of religion. The misguided ideas of the former and the blind love of power and glory of the latter did not derive from the depth and the seriousness of their belief in Christ and in the Bible. The Thirty Years’ War of 1618-1648 is commonly referred to as a prime example of a religious war, but while it began with religion, it quickly degenerated into an old-fashioned power struggle such as had existed in Europe for centuries before the Protestant Reformation. As to the conflicts in Northern Ireland, that problem originated long before the emergence of Protestantism.

For my part, I have not found the teachings of Jesus Christ to be incitements to hatred, violence, bigotry and cruelty. On the contrary, I have found them to be sources of inner healing; of forgiveness, forgiveness toward myself and toward others; of increased sensitivity to and regard for my fellow earthlings; of patience and moderation toward those whom I might have otherwise actively disliked; of greatly heightened creativity; of high and serious purpose, and of hope.

In fact, I will go so far as to say that the teachings and the example of Christ reveal hidden mysteries of life unknown since the dawn of human civilization, and still unknown to those who deliberately refuse to see and to hear them. If the whole world were devoted to following those teachings and that example, so many wrongs would be undone, so many crimes and hurts and evils prevented, and the world peace that has until now remained elusive would be obtained. However, human nature being corrupt and sinful as it is, we can only expect that the great masses of humanity will despise God’s call to them through the person of Christ. They will pursue their blind passions through pointless and futile lives that only end in death, and then a just judgment before the God whom they have despised.

Somehow, not because of any virtue in myself, I have found in Christ a different way, a better way, one that leads not to folly and error in this life and eternal destruction in the next, but to breaking down and restoration of the corrupt, miserable and degenerate human personality, to a new start in life, and to a living hope of eternity in the presence of God, the source and origin of all creation. There, by God’s everlasting mercy, those who have found and lived the truths of Christ will dwell forever in a new heaven and a new earth, where “God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away” (Revelation 21:4). 

Parenthetically, this book is written for people who believe in and are committed to following the teachings of Christ (insofar as God gives us grace for that end), and who also believe (without clever and tricky equivocations or private reservations) that the Bible is the true word of God. For this reason, I have not shied away from extensive quotations from the Bible, and neither have I tried to employ currently fashionable secular terminologies to engage the interest or win the approval of those who are as yet outside of the truths of God in Christ. Instead, I have tried to express biblical truths as directly as possible, as I understand them. Before we can communicate with the world, we need to have a clear conception of our own basic and essential doctrines, and to live as consistently with those doctrines as the Lord grants us to do.

My purpose is not to show that the Christian religion is true, or to demonstrate to unbelievers that the Bible is the divinely inspired word of God. Neither is it to save the country or reform the world. It is rather to speak in plain language of fundamental truths to which all of us who claim the title of “Christian,” myself included, need to pay greater heed. We need to beware lest, when Christ shall appear, “we may have confidence, and not be ashamed before him at his coming” (I John 2:28). We also need to have great care, lest we fall under the condemnation of false professors, for Christ said: “Strive to enter in at the strait gate: for many, I say unto you, will seek to enter in, and shall not be able” (Luke 13:24).



Chapter 1

A brief digression on family history

––––––––
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When I stand, as we all must, before the judgment seat of God, my eternal destiny will not depend on my ancestors. Some of my forebears I have no doubt did good things, some of them I have no doubt did bad things, but none of that will accrue either to my benefit or to my harm on that great day. Then the books will be opened, and all of the dead, small and great, rich and poor, male and female, yellow, white, black, red or brown, must stand alone and as individuals before God. Then it will be the same glory and the same shame, the same law and the same standards of judgment, and the same final destinies - with God or apart from him - for all.

Some of those who are today so full of anger and bitterness at present and/or historical wrongs will be astonished to see a divine light shed not on everyone else’s, but rather on their own personal sins, errors and shortcomings. Instead of seeing others’ faults they will have to see their own, and will be deeply ashamed. They will also be reminded of those eternal words of Christ, “For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matthew 6:14-15), and will have an eternity to lament their obsession with the wrongdoing of others to the detriment of their own earthly happiness and eternal salvation.

So, I have never had a great interest in family history, but for the sake of background information will take the liberty of mentioning a few of the scraps of knowledge in this area that have come my way. My paternal grandmother was a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution, and hence I infer that I had at least one ancestor who fought in that conflict (such being a condition for membership in the DAR). Another ancestor on the paternal side of my family served in the British army in the Peninsular Campaign against Napoleon in Spain, and was stationed in Gibraltar after the war. He married a Spanish woman and it was one of their children who emigrated to America with his wife and children.

These and other details were put together by someone in an informal family history. From it I learned that another ancestor - still on the paternal side - participated in the California Gold Rush, and came back with enough gold to purchase a farm in Minnesota, which my grandfather visited and worked on during the summers when he was growing up. Another ancestor fought in the American Civil War, and participated in Sherman’s march to the sea. Some fragments of his journal were printed in the history, referring to some ordinary and thoroughly unexciting events of camp life during the siege of Vicksburg.

It was my great grandfather, I believe, who as a boy witnessed the Mankato Indian hangings. This was a mass execution of 38 Indians in retaliation for an Indian uprising that had flared up while many of the men were away fighting in the Civil War. The Indians killed any white person they could get their hands on - man or woman, young or old, civilian or soldier - and the whites responded with frontier harshness. 

It is regrettable that this bitter contest for land – a contest of a sort that has occurred all over the globe at many different times in history - should have been so cruel, but does anyone imagine that the North American continent could have been left a pristine wilderness until this day, while the rest of the world developed and modernized beyond it? If the Europeans had not taken it, the Chinese would have poured in like a flood, or the Mexicans and the Central Americans. It could have been the Russians too – they established footholds in Alaska and in California. In any case, the Indian way of life would have been just as permanently destroyed - but then, the 17th, 18th and 19th-century cultures and lifestyles of the Europeans have equally vanished. Nothing merely human lasts or endures - and someday our American civilization, too, will disappear and be gone as completely as the old Indian cultures.

To continue with the paternal side of my family, my grandfather served in the American Expeditionary Forces in France in World War I. He said very little about his experiences in the war; my mother said if there was a war movie on TV he would leave the room. After the war he worked as an industrial engineer for a railroad company, and was able to keep his job through the Great Depression.

My dad was born in 1925, and graduated from high school in 1943. Like the majority of his classmates, he went to the recruiting station right after graduation to join the military, but was rejected because of his very poor eyesight. This was a major blow, and he tried twice more to enlist, but was refused both times. He did do some stateside convoy driving of military vehicles, and then went to university. After graduation he worked in public relations, advertising and journalism. 

In 1959 he converted to Christianity, and went forward at a Billy Graham rally. This was preceded by a period of questioning and soul searching, which included being influenced by Archibald MacLeish’s play J.B. - a modern retelling of the biblical story of Job. I never got the full story of my dad’s conversion and the events leading up to it however. He died at the young age of 60, in 1985, when I was only 32. My own understanding of Christianity was very confused at this time, and I was not capable of a serious discussion of the subject - but my dad was not very outgoing either. I don’t remember him ever sharing anything about these subjects with me, and we communicated very little.

Not long after his conversion, he went to Garrett Theological Seminary in Evanston, Illinois, and assumed a full-time pastorate in the Methodist Church in 1963. He was conservative theologically (more Methodists were back in those days), and for years was active in a movement within the Methodist Church that sought to revive the Methodist Church’s long since abandoned Wesleyan biblical heritage. Eventually, after some years of serious and sustained effort in this field, he gave up on the Methodist institutional church as a lost cause and transferred his ordination to the Evangelical Covenant Church. He served as a pastor in that denomination until incapacitated by cancer of the liver, which led to his death in 1985.

In all of this, it will be noticed that I have said very little about the female ancestry on my dad’s side. This is because in those days women with some exceptions occupied their traditional roles. They stayed at home, raised children and managed the house - which in the old days was very demanding and essential work. Even in the 1950s, when I was growing up, the majority of American women were housewives - or so I have read. This was what my mom did - prepared the meals including school lunches for all of the kids (there were 5 of us) and did all of the housework. There was a neat and clean separation between the wifely and husbandly roles.

Was this really so terrible? For thousands of years of human history, in every major civilization and on every continent, children were wanted and needed. They were necessary for survival, and especially for security in old age. It was normal for men and women to want to marry, to want to have children, and once children came, it was not injustice and oppression but rather common sense and even sheer necessity that led to women taking care of them in their infancy and childhood while the men worked outside the home.

Now much of that has been lost, and what is left is fast disappearing. Is this due to our higher and more progressive ideas of justice, equality and fairness? Or is it due to the artificiality of our modern technological society that has removed and is removing us farther and farther from some of life’s most basic verities? I fear that the latter is indeed the case, and that too many of our modern and up-to-date values have led to lesser rather than to greater degrees of human happiness and fulfilment.

This is not to say that a woman’s main purpose in life is to bear and raise children and manage a home. The Bible teaches that a woman’s main meaning and purpose in life is the same as a man’s: to find forgiveness of sins through faith in Christ and cleansing by his blood; to receive the Spirit of Christ through faith; and through faith to serve Christ faithfully in this life in whatever station she is placed. In this way, both men and women can share eternity in the paradise of God - while those of both genders who die in their sins apart from Christ must go to eternal punishment.

Eternity in heaven or in hell - these are the choices before us - and I wonder if some Christian feminists (both male and female) really understand or believe in Christ’s parable of the rich man and Lazarus. If a woman devotes her life to seeking power, success, fame, to making it in a man’s world, and then dies in her sins and loses her soul, what is the benefit? Do we who claim to believe in the Bible actually understand that a plain and ordinary woman who does nothing special in the world’s eyes, but builds her life on the rock of Christ, and at her death is taken up into Abraham’s bosom - do we believe that she is happier, and in this life wiser, than a woman professor, or doctor, or business executive, or movie star, who dies in her sins and unbelief and so is eternally lost? We can’t convince other people to believe in the Bible if we don’t really believe in it ourselves.

My mother was born in Finland to ethnically Swedish parents, and immigrated to America with her family in 1929, just before the Great Depression, when she was about 5 years old. Her father served as a pastor in a Methodist church in Chicago. Before coming to America, he had had some experience as an ambulance driver in the Finnish civil war that followed the collapse of Czarist Russia, and later did relief work for the Methodist Church in Eastern Europe, in Russian occupied Poland, after World War II. He also worked in Africa as a missionary for a time, being the principal or director of a school in Liberia.

His wife, my maternal grandmother, was a housewife with four children to take care of, which was a difficult and demanding task in the 1930s. But, if she did that work in service to Christ, and if she stands before God on the day of judgment and receives that highest accolade “Well done, good and faithful servant,” then it will be seen that her toils and labors were of infinitely greater value than those of women indifferent to God and to Christ who deliver news broadcasts on TV or write useless and boring books that benefit no one; or who gain political power which they then use to the detriment of the nation; or who teach pseudo-intellectual university classes that confer no real lasting knowledge. 

Are all of those mundane activities really worth more than producing and raising four mature and responsible adults that honored their parents and cared for them in old age? And raising children is not merely a matter of doing chores - it also involves sensitive and creative guidance, discipline, encouragement, love and all the blessings of normal parenthood and family life. These bring rich emotional rewards, especially in old age, when it is not so enjoyable to be alone.

As to further ancestors on my mother’s side (her maiden name was Wickstrӧm), I have been told that there are family records in the local church in Porvoo (in Swedish, Borgå) going back 500 years. This is certainly plausible, but I have heard little about that side of my family. My mother’s grandfather specialized in automobiles and marine engines. He lived in Chicago and built an automobile there in 1898, but later returned to Finland where my mother was born in 1924. Come to think of it, I did hear about some family pictures of an ancestor who served in the armies of czarist Russia before Finland gained independence in 1917, but never saw those.
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Chapter 2

My early life
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When I was born in August of 1952, Harry Truman was President of the United States. America was a strong, wealthy and stable nation, and her dominance seemed assured for the indefinite future. Of course, I was not mindful of those things when I first saw the light in a hospital room in Evanston, Illinois (Evanston bordering directly on the north side of Chicago).

My earliest vague, indistinct and trivial memories are of Park Forest, a suburb of Chicago where we moved some time after I was born, and lived until I was around 4. We then moved to Elgin, Illinois, at the far edge of the Chicago metropolitan area, where I started kindergarten in 1957. For about six years we lived just outside of the city, in what was then farm country. There were exactly three houses around ours, one on the right and another on the left, both separated from us by large yards, and another house directly across the road. 

All around us were cornfields or pastures with streams flowing through them and groves of trees. Down the road maybe half a mile was a working dairy farm, where I often went to play with a childhood friend, a boy of my own age. I would often ride my bike down a two-lane rural highway, or walk across a field to get to the farm house. There was another friend, also my age, who lived in the house next to us. 

I was deeply impressed in a childish way by the beauties of nature - the melting of snow at the end of winter and the first emergence of spring greenery; hot summer nights, and green and shady summer mornings; and the splendors of autumn fading into the different beauties of cold and snowy winters. There was infinite variety in the woods and fields, in walking down an unpaved road along the railroad tracks to the creek that flowed through quiet meadows and cow pastures. I collected butterflies and insects, and would go barefoot much of the summer, as soon as sufficient calluses would form on my feet.

From time to time we would ride our bikes a mile or two into town, or go with the family in the car for a few hours of shopping and errands. I always had a little money of my own for comic books, candy or ice cream. A rural school bus stopped by our house and took us into town, where I attended kindergarten and grades 1-5 of primary school. 

My education in this period was unexceptional - or, I should say, average for that time and place. Oddly enough, I can remember almost nothing about what I studied in grade school. I know I must have studied arithmetic, reading, and writing in some way, but I have no recollection of any books or lessons, though I vaguely remember cheating on a short math quiz in the 5th grade. I did learn the processes of multiplication, division and so on, but have no distinct recollections of how this came about. 

I don’t remember any classes in reading or writing, or anything that I read in those first five years of formal schooling. I can remember only one teacher by name, Mrs. Richardson, and I remember trying to make a model volcano out of mud, which must have had something to do with geography. There was a short-lived attempt to teach us some French - I believe it was in the 1st grade - and I can still remember a little song we learned then: “Bonjour mama! Bonjour mimi! Comment allez vous? Tres bien merci.” I can’t imagine what it might have been like to have spent some of those formative years learning Latin or Greek, and getting exposed to the ancient wisdom of Greece and Rome.

The curious blankness of my experience in grades 1-5 may have something to do with the fact that I was uninterested in what was happening. I do remember snatches from many pop songs that I listened to on the radio in the early 60s, when I was 8-11 years old or a little earlier. I can remember the radio station I played most often, WLS from Chicago, and the name of a popular disk jockey on the air at that time, Dick Biondi. I can recall the words from a frequent ad: “Sunday at beautiful US 30 Drag Strip, drag racing capital of Chicagoland.”

I can recall a number of books that I read at home in that period: Wild Animals I Have Known, by Ernest Thompson Seton; The Burgess Bird Book for Children; and The American Heritage Junior Library Series, profusely illustrated books with separate volumes for cowboys, pirates, mountain men and trappers of the old West, whaling, Mississippi steamboats - all of which stimulated a desire for adventure and far-away places. I read many other books I can no longer remember, and often checked books out of the public library. It was in a large old stone building with a pleasing smell of old books that hinted at the wonders they contained.

So, I can only account for the strange blankness that covers almost all of my early experiences in school from the ages of five to eleven by guessing that there was nothing that really interested me. I wasn’t a discipline problem, though. I was already, I fear, beginning to develop a profound sense of insecurity that made me want to be liked and accepted. Hence I was always cooperative, as I was later in junior high school and high school as well. I am pretty sure that most of my grades were good, but don’t remember exactly.

I think it is also worth mentioning that I can still remember bits of theme songs from TV shows I watched. Even from the age of 4 in Park Forest, I can recollect snatches of songs and bits from the Mickey Mouse Club, which I watched regularly (“Meeska Mooska Mousketeer, mouse cartoon time now is here”). Later in Elgin I watched such TV shows as Sugarfoot, Zorro, Have Gun Will Travel, Saturday morning cartoons, and can remember some parts of their introductory ditties sixty years later. I now believe I did myself real damage by passively drinking in so much of that pathetic and useless rubbish at such an impressionable young age. 

Be that as it may, my childhood was outwardly a conventional one for a middle-class boy of the period. I had a bicycle, a starter stamp collection, comic books and kids’ magazines. I collected butterflies and displayed them in a nice, cork-lined wooden case with a glass door made by my grandfather - but all was not well. The problem of sin, that has afflicted all of humanity since the fall of Adam and Eve, and will continue to afflict humanity until the end of the world and the return of Christ, was already at work beneath my placid exterior, and the little seeds of much greater future problems had been sown and taken root.

For one thing, I had no thought of or regard for God. Even a child is capable of taking interest in the fact that God created the world, and us within it, if the subject is properly introduced. Even children wonder about a death in the family, or why some things are right and allowed and other things are wrong and forbidden. They are capable of understanding that the soul lives after death and goes to another place, a place of blessing or a place of punishment – and some introduction to these and other truths of God do not warp or stunt a child’s development as the atheists mistakenly and blindly assert. If they are lovingly and sensibly presented in a way suitable to a child’s interest and capacities, they can stimulate thought, build character, and direct the child’s attention to those higher truths and realities which alone make for a meaningful life.

Of course, there are religious parents who can deal with these things in a wrong way and alienate their children. If their words about religion are not accompanied by real love and sympathetic interest that show themselves convincingly to the child over time, and in the many circumstances of everyday life, they may and probably will have negative effects. Yet, there are non-religious and unbelieving parents who also have negative influences on their children and fail to give them loving and sympathetic guidance. Those who say that parents are abusing their children by gently introducing them to eternal truths are more likely than not supportive of a mother’s right to kill her unborn child if she decides she can’t be bothered with it. They really have no real concern for children at all, but are I believe motivated by hatred and fear of God. And, the fact that some (not all) of these people would like, if possible, to control how the children of others are raised only reveals their fascistic tendencies, and their all-too-often cold, unnatural and inhuman contempt for the divinely ordained institution of the family.

At that time, however, I had no interest in the things of God, and my parents did not speak to me about them. They were distant, and never really communicated with me in a personal way. Also, as with public school, I have no definite recollection of childhood Sunday school classes, or experiences in church until my dad was ordained as a full-time pastor and we moved into a church parsonage in 1963.

Not only did I have no regard for God, which attitude lay behind many important decisions and attitudes later in life, but I was also deeply lonely. I did not have close ties with my parents or with my siblings, and began to withdraw into introspection and insecurities that were to abide with me for years afterward. I cannot pinpoint the exact time when I began to lapse into such things, they were painfully evident later, especially when I left home and went to college, but they had deep and early roots in childhood.

I did find relief in diversions of various sorts, one of them being reading. Much of what I read was escapist fiction of a childish sort, which helped to introduce my mind to the wider external world, but also served to train my future adult imagination and thought patterns in unrealistic and juvenile ways. I had nothing of a more challenging nature to read or study, such as serious poems, moral maxims, simple biblical truths, or basic foreign language grammars and readings. Administered in the right way and in moderation suitable to a child, these things can have a salutary effect on the development of untrained and undisciplined minds. Those whose minds are not trained and not disciplined in any significant way in the formative years of childhood are much more open to the fantastical, ignorant and illogical thought patterns that are so much in evidence in all around us in our decaying society today. Children need some freedom and creativity of course. They also need guidance, rules and discipline – culturally, emotionally, intellectually and spiritually. There was a great lack of this in many homes in America in the 1950s, and the results became evident in the following decade.

I also found refuge in food, another escape mechanism. My mom was a good cook, and we not only had good meals - we seldom went out to eat and nearly always ate at home - but cookies, cakes, or pies were often available, all homemade by mom, and very much fun to eat. There were also such delights and purveyors of instant happiness as ice cream, candy and soda pop, which I was able to purchase with my limited weekly allowance. So, throughout my most formative years food became a crutch - a solace in anxiety or loneliness, an unalloyed pleasure, a diversion in boredom, a source of reassurance and even an escape. This was detrimental to the development of my character, and a sign of emotional poverty, and ignorance of more important and better things as well.

Popular music was also a source not merely of diversion, but also of consolation and distraction in my spiritual and intellectual emptiness. The radio was a friend and a companion. I listened to it morning, noon and night. I knew all of the hit songs, and sixty years later can still remember parts of many of them. They helped to momentarily fill a void, but that void remained, just as a vitamin deficiency remains after eating a tasty meal of junk food. Hit songs on the radio are nothing but ice cream and candy for the soul. 

So, with a lack of exposure to human warmth and natural affection, not stimulated or challenged intellectually, morally or psychologically, already beginning to flounder in the quagmires of purposelessness and emptiness in ways that I was completely incapable of comprehending, I was well prepared for a confused and misguided adolescence. 

This is not to say that all of my life was gloom and unhappiness. I genuinely enjoyed the beauties of nature as I have briefly described, and also had a certain natural childish enthusiasm for whatever happened to catch my interest at the moment. I liked riding my bicycle, working on my stamp collection, reading or playing with friends - but I lacked serious instruction, and I also lacked essential aspects of character formation that can only be formed in children through close family ties with people whom they respect, and even love. Those vital areas of the soul and mind were left undeveloped, and this left me with a great emptiness, although I was unaware of it at the time.


Chapter 3

From 6th grade through high school
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In 1963, my dad graduated from seminary and was appointed pastor of a small Methodist church close to the center of Elgin, a medium size city about forty miles to the west of Chicago. The church was an old one with very nice wooden carvings in the interior, built if I am not mistaken in 1883. I seem to remember that it was the oldest church building in the city. There were larger and more prestigious sanctuaries on the other side of the river in the center of town. 

We lived in the parsonage across the street from the church. It was a big old house built around 1900, with a curving pillared porch extending around from the front to the side. There was some nice woodwork and cut and stained glass windows in the front hall, as was customary for houses built in that period. My dad’s office and study were in the front, with a living room and a separate TV room in the center, and a full dining room and a kitchen in the back. There were five bedrooms upstairs, so fortunately I was able to have my own room.

I began the 6th grade that fall, and had only a twenty-minute walk or so to get
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