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Foreword

T

here is a movement afoot of folks who are embracing the
radical news that Jesus is Lord and Caesar isn’t.
For too long, the history of the church has been marred by
violence and compromise for the sake of power and comfort.
Today, although few churches engage in holy wars, the rhetorical wars rage on. Christianity is broken in some ways, but not
irredeemable.
Beyond the infighting between people of faith, we all have
trials that we must face this side of the renewed creation. The
way of Jesus shows us that beauty is always possible, even when
the path involves the wreckage of life.
Relationships break. Circumstances break us.
Yet God’s beauty, if we learn to see it, can resurrect hope and
bring us to personal and communal wholeness.
Our world is fragmented and few would argue against this.
We have become “I” in the West and the trend toward “we” is
mediated mostly by a screen. The “we” of social media is disembodied, yet also a telltale sign of our desire to be with others.
Positively, it evidences that we long for deeper relationships. And
yet, this medium has created political tribalism and has pushed
people further apart. Unfortunately, this version of “we” fragments in new ways as soundbite newsfeeds and vitriolic comment
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threads that push us even further apart. The relatives we used to
love and like, well—let’s just say that we still love them.
But this interpersonal fragmentation is only part of the
problem.
The world is a mess.
Violence, disease, poverty, xenophobia, racism, and every
form of exclusion tempt us daily to give up on the whole project
of a better life and a better world. We see brokenness at global,
national, and local levels of society and empathy overload leaves
us stuck. And with divisions becoming more pronounced, we
are quickly narrowing our sources of information and identity.
Who will guide us out of the chaos?
Who will assure us that we are on the “right” side of history?
Which tribe will fill this void?
These questions reveal that fear is driving us more than anything else. And most of us believe that we need these divisions
to create a sense of safety and belonging. But there has to be
something better.
The beauty in all of this wreckage is that God knows exactly
who we truly are and exactly what we all desire. It is summed up
in one biblical word…shalom (peace, wholeness, and harmonious relationships).
Shalom is what we all long for even if we’ve never picked up
a Bible or gone to church. There’s this sense that we’re all tired
of not knowing the innermost parts of our souls. We are tired of
half truths. We don’t actually want to segment from one another,
but fear enslaves us to our tendencies toward marking out the
world as spaces of “in” and “out.”
Thus, polarities are perpetuated.
Shalom remains in an ongoing state of disruption.
However, followers of Jesus embrace the irrational idea that
the world, as it is, isn’t the world that it will be one day. The hope
14
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that followers of Christ have is that God’s good world, although
presently victim to the wreckage of Sin and Death, will be liberated from its bondage to decay (to borrow a phrase from Paul
the Apostle). That is the great vision of new creation that runs
through the biblical storyline from Genesis to Revelation. Jesus
will bring heaven down to earth to heal, purge, and restore it for
eternity. But right now, we inhabit the world as it is. We need to
own that, perhaps more than many Christians have in previous
generations.
I grew up in a context where the future was the reason for living. Regrettably, instead of the renewal of the cosmos (Romans
8, Revelation 21-22, etc.) as the ultimate future, we had some
weird Left Behind scenarios that reinforced a wrecked narrative:
this world is doomed, so escaping it is where are imaginations
should lie. But lie they did (get it?) as the story of Christianity
slightly morphed into earth becoming a waiting room for a
detached, spiritual place called heaven.
But this lie, unintentional as it is for those who teach such
things, has ramifications.
So does the biblical alternative of new creation. If we understand that the future intent for this world is to be a place where
the fullness of God’s shalom is actualized, and if we understand
that part of shalom is the healing of fragmentation, then perhaps
it makes sense that the New Testament continuously reminds us
that these future gifts can show up in our lives today.
And that is where the Christian hope for shalom begins. It is
at the intersection of the world as it is—and the world as it will
be— and Jesus shows us how to find wholeness and abundant
life in that place. I would go so far as to say that it is in the
wreckage of life where God purges us in preparation for a better
world.
15
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But while God never causes the wreckage, God desires nothing more than to redeem it in our lives.
However, that would be too individualistic on its own.
In this same web of Sin and Death, the Spirit of God empowers us through our pain to be a collective sign of hope to our
divided culture. Here and now, Christian communities can be
whole and show others that the wreckage from fragmentation
doesn’t have to define us or be our identity.
Perhaps this all sounds a bit theoretical. Maybe a tad abstract.
Well, it isn’t. Each of us have endured the pain of loss or rejection at some point in our journey, some more severe than others.
But, the one thing that unites us as humans in the world as it is…
is the wreckage itself.
In Beauty in the Wreckage, Brandon does a fantastic job showing us that there is, in fact, beauty to be revealed in those situations. He contends that the struggle we have is learning to
see with a new set of lenses so that we can be different within
the spaces we inhabit. But let me be utterly clear. This isn’t a
book that explains the wreckage away as God’s ultimate will, or
as though God’s plan for your life is pain. Not at all. Brandon
explains that God uses the wreckage, but never causes it or condones it. In fact, God subverts it.
And in this book, we get an invitation to see the subverting influence of God in the challenges facing us today. Brandon
demonstrates that suffering is a passageway to transformation,
which refines us to see the resurrection beauty in spite of the brokenness. He then takes us to a place where we can see this Divine
subversion of fragmentation, where we are not only invited to
journey inwardly, but more deeply in intimate community with
others, to discover the shalom-shaped person that God created
us to be. Transformation of this sort opens our hearts and minds
16
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to feel the full wrath of the wreckage, while simultaneously experiencing counterintuitive joy and presence.
We can be whole, even if the wreckage eventually kills us.
The wholeness that we desire personally is what the world
needs. As we, together, become whole, we can be different within
the world’s pain. Our prayerfully propelled and shalom redefined lives will look more and more like Jesus. Brandon, like a
wise guide who has traveled the trail before us, guides readers
to engage the wreckage with new lenses and resources. This is
a book that invites readers to hope deeply and to lead others to
healing waters of counterintuitive love.
As you read the pages that follow, I invite you to let others
in on the journey. Discuss what you are learning about God and
yourself. This will not be a quick fix sort of resource, but a guide
for an ongoing journey of transformation. The Jesus that taught
us things like “love your enemies” and “pray for those who harass
you” is inviting us to become the kind of people who are no
longer marked by the fragmented forces of culture, but by the
mark of self-sacrificial love. And this kind of beauty may involve
immense risk, but imagine a life where you become a signpost
for others to see that resurrection is all around us.
Yes, even in the wreckage, shalom-shaped beauty emerges.
And it begins by learning to see differently and then by becoming
a different kind of person in the world- one who reminds others
that the primary disposition of God, revealed in Jesus, has always
been goodness and love.
Kurt Willems
Lead Pastor at Pangea Church in Seattle, Washington,
Writer and Podcaster at TheologyCurator.com,
and Blogger at Patheos.com
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Introduction

A

s I took Aberdeen outside for the last time on that frigid
Wednesday night in late January, I stood on the cold,
dark patio and sobbed as I watched him feebly sniff the ground
around him. In that moment, he was a frail, sad shadow of his
former self, but also the embodiment of eighteen and a half years
of profound joy, undying loyalty, and unending friendship.
And while I knew I would be sad, I didn’t expect to be so
heartbroken.
We were newlyweds when we bought our Miniature
Schnauzer for $350 in 1998. As naïve early 20-somethings, who
didn’t make much money, we overdrafted our checking account
that month. But in our minds, Aberdeen was going to be our
trial run at having a baby. We learned the responsibility of cleaning up his messes, fixing everything he tore up, and taking him
outside in the middle of the night to do his business. Aberdeen
was certainly one of our children. And even leading up to his
final day, we still referred to him as our first-born.
There’s no question that he was the greatest overdraft we ever
made.
It’s hard to explain the distance between your head and your
heart. Your head can be so logical, so rational, so calculated, and
sometimes so detached from your heart and emotions. While
Aberdeen had been slowly deteriorating over the last couple of
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years, we knew the time would soon be approaching when we
would have to make the difficult decision. We thought that even
though we would be sad from his passing, it would be made
easier by the fact that he was old, losing weight, and suffering
from a neurological disorder that made walking and standing
difficult, and sometimes impossible.
Our heads told us that this was the right decision, but nothing told our hearts to prepare for being wrecked.
As we stood with Aberdeen in those final moments in the
tiny, square examination room lit by the harsh fluorescent lights
above, a flood of grief washed over us. All I could think of were
the words of our oldest daughter Anna, when she said the night
before, “Do you know why Aberdeen has lived so long? Because
he is happy.” The joy of knowing our precious dog loved us,
always wanted to be with us, and was still pressing on to live
another day while his little body wasted away was met with the
violent and horrific tension of our inner grief as we watched him
take his final breath.
All I could say with tears streaming down my face was, “I’m
sorry Aberdeen. I’m so sorry.”
If you have ever had a pet become a part of your family, you
know how incredibly difficult that moment is. But by comparison, his passing seemed so insignificant in relation to what we
had just walked through before, and then immediately after,
Aberdeen’s death.
A few months prior, we experienced the unforeseen loss of
our close friend’s newborn son, Oliver. He was a healthy fullterm baby, who inexplicably died just before delivery. Neither
Kim nor Wilfred, Oliver’s mom and dad, nor anyone else, could
have ever imagined such a horrifically painful ending to such a
perfect pregnancy. And when I received Kim’s dreadful text early
the next morning, while I was getting ready for work, my heart
20
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felt like a cold, dark, infinite void. He was a beautiful baby boy
whom neither Kim nor Wilfred would ever have the chance to
hold, to kiss on the cheek, or to blow raspberries on his belly. He
should have never died so early.
While carrying the weight and burden of Oliver and
Aberdeen’s losses, tragedy struck again as we suffered yet another
loss in late February and it was beyond anything we had ever
previously experienced. Our best friends, Adam and Jackie, with
whom we have been in house church for the last twelve years,
lost their 15-year old son, Abbott, in an unexpectedly tragic
accident.
Abbott’s death completely and utterly devastated us.
I remember being in the hospital waiting room that night
when the trauma team came in and told us that they could not
save him. It didn’t seem real. It actually seemed incomprehensible. I sat on the uncomfortable arm of a cheaply made, mauve
hospital chair and stared lifelessly out of the window and thought,
“How do we even do this?” We were entering uncharted territory, where none of us had ever previously traveled. And a year
later, here we are, still traveling through this uncharted territory
together, in patient, abiding love. But it has been the hardest
road we have ever traveled with each other.
The pain and tragedy of death seemed to have us in its grip in
that fateful season. And there was even more heartache that had
been encircling us through it all.
Jeremy, another great friend who has been in our house
church for the last twelve years with his wife, Jess, and their two
elementary-aged boys, was arrested in his position as the Chief
of Narcotics with the Columbus Police Department.
Jeremy got addicted to legally prescribed painkillers, which
then led to him increasingly feeding his addiction by stealing
confiscated, illegal narcotics from the evidence room to which
21
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he had access in his position. Jeremy was convicted and sentenced to time in jail.
And I honestly wondered how, or even if, we could ever make
it through the crushing burden of all these catastrophes that were
resolved to bury us.
While Jeremy was in jail, and as we cared for Jess and the
boys, we walked with Adam and Jackie through the immense
pain, suffering, anger, and doubt that we all carried with us. And
that is what the spring and summer of 2017 looked like. It was
difficult. It was a journey through the valley of the shadow of
death and we carried the accumulating heartache of loss and sadness with us every step of the way.
And then August came like Erebus looking for a knockout
punch.
What started as a much needed respite, backpacking with
Adam and a couple other friends for a week in the heart of the
Alaskan backcountry, turned into yet another crushing blow
when I returned home and found out that my 43-year old work
partner, Jenny, with whom I had worked side-by-side for the last
eight years, was told that she had cancer in her lung and liver.
The diagnosis came out of nowhere, as she had been in remission
from breast cancer for almost five years. But within eight weeks
of her initial diagnosis, the cancer moved to her brain and she
died just before Thanksgiving.
I know it sounds like a lot.
It has been.
It has been a lot.
I have shed more tears this past year than I had collectively
in my first 43-years of life. Without question, it was the hardest
year of my life.
But I don’t want to pretend as if what I experienced is the
greatest pain and suffering in human history.
22
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It isn’t.
I acknowledge that.
There are so many people, maybe even some of you, who
have suffered, or who are currently suffering, in ways unimaginably more than me.
The point is not in trying to determine who has experienced
greater pain and suffering in their life. That is futile endeavor
that completely misses the point. Rather, it is to add my story
among stories, as a humble contribution to our shared human
experience of navigating life’s painful valleys.
Each of us know what it is like to hurt.
To be wounded.
To be burdened.
To groan.
To cry.
And whether it is the pain of losing a loved one, the agony
of feeling trapped and helpless in your life situation, the battle
of Stage 4 breast cancer, or the suffocation and anxiety caused
by the hostilities and divisions of our country, by our rat race
culture, or by the constant stress of trying to make ends meet or
to raise kids, we are all in this human experience together.
But it is difficult to not lose heart when everything feels so
overwhelming. Our lives can feel so far from what our hearts
desire, so far from what our souls crave.
And then, as if that is not enough, right in the middle of all
this pain and chaos and division and stress that surround us,
we are confronted with the seemingly impossible words of Jesus
reminding us that he came to give us life to the fullest, life in
abundance.
Believe me. I can hear your chorus of groans and your heavy
sighs. If you are anything like me, you wonder how in the world
you can experience anything close to life to the fullest when your
23
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tank is running on half-empty, at best, or running on fumes, at
worst? How in the world can you experience anything remotely
close to life in abundance when there is just so much pain, so
much suffering, and so much anxiety and stress through it all?
But the words of Jesus kept haunting me and confronting me
in a tireless, unending refrain, “I have come that you might have
life and have it abundantly.”
Okay. Sure. We long and hunger and desire for a life of abundance, but it seems like a monumental impossibility. It seems
like the naive sentiment of a simple man living two millennia
ago who is woefully detached from our postmodern sensibilities.
Even still. I long for that kind of life.
My deepest longing is to be enveloped in the perfect love of
God. My greatest hunger is to experience and live in the completeness, wholeness, and harmony of the Divine, not just in my
own life, but in all of my relationships and with all of creation.
My steadfast desire is to, not dismiss or minimize the pain and
suffering and anxiety in the world, but to be an ever-present and
humble student who learns how to see beauty, and who then
learns how to share it through my words and how I live my life,
even when the wreckage continues to accumulate around me.
If there is another reality that surrounds us, that holds us,
that invites us in to unending life and beauty, that transcends
every division and animosity and hostility, that opens us up to
new ways of living, how do we even begin to find it, and then
how do we begin to live it and invite others into it?
The surprising discovery is that, even in the heartache, even
in the hostility, even in the division, and even in the midst of
violence and oppression, experiencing life to the fullest, a life of
shalom, is not just possible, it can be our present reality. But in
order to discover it, we must learn how to see and live differently,
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moment by moment, for the transformation of our lives, our
families, our relationships, and our communities.
That is the intention of this book.
But first, let me tell you what this book is not.
It is not a self-help book. It is not a five-point sermon with
fill-in-the-blanks. It is not a book that is going to tell you what
you need to do to “fix” yourself and then the step-by-step guide
to “fix” the world around you.
This is a book that will guide you, that will lead you, but will
never force you or coerce you into anything. This book may ask
more questions than what it answers. It may even cause you to
ask more questions than you have answers for yourself.
But at the very heart of this book is one underlying question
that lingers behind every chapter, “Is it possible to experience life
to the fullest, a life of shalom, in the middle of so much pain and
suffering, in the middle of so much hostility and division, and in
the middle of so much stress and anxiety?”
And then surrounding that central question are so many
more questions.
Is it possible to move beyond labels, hierarchies, stereotypes,
antagonisms, and divisions and begin to see people differently
and make strides toward a greater unity between us?
Is it possible, in the wreckage around us, to find this life to
the fullest, this life of shalom, when so much of organized religion
seems to have guided us poorly, led us astray, and become so
irrelevant to our culture?
Is it possible to ever experience life to the fullest once you have
been through painful and traumatic life situations or suffering?
Or, are we destined for lives in which our pain and suffering are
an end destination?
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Is it possible to ever experience joy again, without leaving
our pain and suffering behind us and then constantly forcing a
smile, as if everything is great in our lives?
How can prayer center us and help us enter into a constant
union and communion with the Divine that begins to birth the
shalom of God within us?
How can the experience of shalom lead to a deeper life of
transformation and invite us to become who we were always
meant to be?
How can living in shalom open our eyes and awaken our
hearts to the glory and beauty that surround us each day?
How does a deeply rooted and intimately connected community, or family, nourish and strengthen us to experience greater
depths of shalom?
How does the experience of shalom, not only transform us
individually and relationally, but also begin to transform our
communities and our world?
I know this may seem like an impossible task. And by the
way things appear in the world right now, you may believe this is
actually an impossible endeavor. But, it is my hope that through
the words on these pages, we will find space to humbly walk
together, to find our collective breath, and save our souls.
A few years ago my then four-year old son and I went on our
very first overnight backpacking adventure. I can’t underscore
how important this first trip was for us. I am a serious backpacker. I have been all throughout the United States in some
of the most beautiful places on earth, completely cut off from
civilization and communication, fighting with grizzlies and running with elk and caribou. Well, I haven’t fought grizzlies, nor
have I run with elk and caribou, but I have been dangerously
close to them!
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Anyway, this first overnight backpacking trip with Will was
very important to me because I didn’t want it to be a bad experience for him on his first time out. Of course we had previously
set up the tent and camped in our backyard several times and
he really enjoyed that, but leaving the familiarity of our house
and going into areas in which he was unfamiliar was a complete
wild card.
We drove an hour away from our house and ended up in the
Hoosier National Forestry in south-central Indiana. This area
is beautifully wooded and hilly and perfect for a first-timer. I
could tell Will was excited based on how much he talked during
the hour that it took to drive there. He peppered me with one
million, four-year old questions that ranged from what we were
going to eat to how we were going to brush our teeth. He was
so pumped up.
When we pulled into the parking area he was already out
of his car seat and standing by the car in wild excitement. He
put on his jacket and asked me to help him with his backpack.
I helped him and then put on my own backpack. We were off.
It was a cool spring evening, not quite sunset, and everything
was exploding to life around us. It was absolutely perfect. Will
knew it as well.
Every thirty seconds for the next hour, and this is no exaggeration, Will kept yelling out, “For Heaven’s sake! This is soooo
awesome! For Heaven’s sake! This is soooo awesome!”
That may have been one of the greatest moments of my life.
Sure, I was glad that Will was off to a great start, but it was so
much more than that. In Will, I saw who I longed to be as an
adult. Even though we walked through thick mud and miles
of thorn bushes that lined the trails, he just keep shouting how
awesome his experience was.
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Will was unknowingly showing me how far I have traveled
from the mystery and wonder of this life. And while I was preoccupied with mud and thorn bushes, Will was preoccupied with
wonder in the joyful exuberance of a child.
I am so there with you, brother. Thank you for teaching me
to see differently when all I could see in that moment was the
mud caked on my boots and the blood running from my arm.
You were exactly right, “This is soooo awesome! This is soooo
awesome! For Heaven’s sake, this is soooo awesome!”
And I really mean it.
I hope you find this book intellectually and spiritually stimulating, as well as emotionally engaging and, at times, even entertaining. And, of course, I pray that, like Will, this journey will
guide you into a deeper, richer, and more abundant way of living
this life.
I am honored to be journeying with you.
Peace and love,
Brandon
April 2018
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CHAPTER 1

Learning to See Beauty
in the Wreckage
Never forget: We are alive within mysteries.
W E N D E L L B E R RY

You have never been separate from God except in your mind.
FR. RICHARD ROHR

I

remember walking into my backyard one early summer afternoon when I was six-years old. I walked passed the clothesline that held the nearly dry sheets that danced in freedom and
swayed in grace with the gently blowing breeze. It was a profound metaphor in that moment of my life. I felt fully and completely alive. With my back to the ground, enveloped by the cool
green grass, I stared into the vast, blue sky painted with puffy,
white cumulus clouds that seemed to completely surround me.
It was in that moment, on that infinitesimally small patch of
earth, where I felt wholly embraced in the perfect freedom and
perfect love of God.
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I have always wondered why that particular memory stayed
with me even unto this day. What was it about that simple and
seemingly uneventful moment that still has my heart? What was
so transformative about that afternoon that it still taps into my
soul’s deepest longing? And why do I, in my spirit, keep going
back to that place behind my late 1970’s home where all I did
was lie in the grass and stare at the sky?
To be honest, I think about this moment all of the time, even
now as an older, more cynical, but hopefully wiser adult.
In retrospect, I know it was so much more than an experience
or a feeling in a single, fleeting moment.
The love of God was enveloping me and embracing me. And
even though I was only six-years old, I knew it intuitively. I knew
it objectively. I knew it deep within my soul. And the reason
I knew it was because I had already been exposed to so much
darkness just beyond the confines of my backyard.
I was the youngest in a neighborhood full of older kids who
had already unceremoniously baptized me into the knowledge
of profanity, pornography, sex, drugs, and suicide. They knew
words that described things I could have never imagined, but
then had the magazines and their own stories to back it up. Even
more, one high schooler a few houses down, who was in a wannabe 80’s glam rock band (big hair/black leather), was usually
high on drugs, while another high schooler at the end of the
road killed himself, which explains why I walked into so much
sadness when I went over to his house to play with his younger
brother.
I knew darkness at a young age. I knew things I didn’t even
have the words to describe yet. I discovered sexual perversion
and objectification. I experienced the brokenness and heartache
of families. I was surrounded by hopelessness and sadness. And
I saw the tears. One could cynically say that there is no way a
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six-year old could ever know so much at such a young age, but
I did. If I didn’t fully understand the depth of pain and brokenness like an adult does, I could certainly feel the weight of it on
my heart.
And that is enough.
That is why I believe that it was in that place, in my backyard,
lying in the grass, when I was six-years old, where I knew for the
first time, definitively, that heaven and earth overlapped and that
God was pouring out and showering me in presence and love,
because it contrasted the heavy, dark clouds of pain and sadness
that hung over the homes on Indiana Avenue.
The truth is that no matter what else was going on around
me or in the world, it was in that place, at that precise moment,
where I knew without question in my heart, in my mind, and in
my soul that I was wholly embraced in the love of God.
I was in a place where I felt alive.
And it is possible that you have had a moment in your life in
which heaven and earth came together as well. It may have been
a fleeting moment in which you had a small taste of something
eternal that you couldn’t quite describe, but that you wished
you could experience once again in fullness. It may have been
a moment in which you experienced a feeling of wholeness or
completeness or harmony in your life or in a relationship. It may
have been a moment in which you experienced an inner peace
and freedom that seemed to transcend everything that was going
on around you, no matter how chaotic or painful. It may have
been a moment in which you experienced a grace, a mercy, a
forgiveness, a love that you never knew previously existed.
Those moments were the shalom of God.
Shalom is the wholeness, completeness, and harmony of our
relationship with God which then extends outward in our relationship with people and all of creation.
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But never having experienced, or noticed, the shalom of God
is not a disqualifier, because despite who you are, where you
came from, what your background is, or the life situation in
which you grew up, this embrace, this freedom, this love has
always been present with you and has always surrounded you,
whether you have known it, whether you have acknowledged it,
or whether you have opened yourself up to it or not.
And the Divine Source of this love has been there all along,
completely enveloping us, fully immersing us, and never abandoning us, despite each of us, slowly and progressively, many
times unknowingly, never knowing of it, losing sense of it,
becoming closed off to it, or turning away from it.
That is the great casualty of this life.
We have become disconnected from the Divine Source of
this great embrace. And it is this disconnection that, no matter the paths we have traveled or how it happened in each of
our lives, has steadily closed us off from the life we were always
meant to live, the life we were always meant to experience, in the
shalom of God.
Instead of lives immersed in love, overflowing in joy, bathed
in peace and contentment, and baptized in grace, it is possible
that we have only walked in shallow puddles, while longing for
ocean depths.
Instead of abundant lives in which our senses are fully awakened and fully alive, experiencing this beautiful world, this wonderful life in its fullest sense, it is possible that we have become
increasingly desensitized to, and uninspired by, the miracle and
majesty that we awaken to each morning. And many times, this
has caused us to pursue other avenues that artificially stimulate
us and close us off to the richness and bounty of this life.
Instead of lives in perfect union with the Divine, that then
extend outward through each of us in all of our relationships
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in peace and wholeness and completeness and harmony in all
things, it is possible that our disunion with the Divine has led
to disunion in our relationships with people and all of creation.

LIFE CAN FEEL LIKE A STRUGGLE

T

he truth is that life can feel like a real struggle sometimes.
And I am certain I am not shocking you when I say that.
Instead of it feeling like grace, life can many times feel like
punishment, judgment, and condemnation. Instead of it feeling
like love, life can many times feel like anger, hatred, disappointment, and agony. Instead of it being full of opportunity, life can
many times feel like closed doors, empty promises, and dead
ends. Instead of it being an invitation into something greater, life
can many times feel quite average, extraordinarily ordinary, and
like you are just barely making it through the day, barely making
ends meet, or barely hanging on.
Instead of us finding life that comes from prayerfully breathing in peace, life can many times feel like anxiety and suffocation. Instead of us finding life in respite and contentment in
the space of solitude and silence, life can many times feel like
an addiction to stimulation and busyness. Instead of us finding
vibrancy and beauty in whole and harmonious relationships and
communities, life can many times feel as if the only thing that
matters is the individual pursuit.
Even more, we live in increasingly hostile and divided times
that feed upon the carnage of our collective anger and unending
outrage at people, people-groups, politics and politicians, and
countries and world leaders. Our lives, our relationships, and
our views of the world have been largely co-opted, and dare I say
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controlled, by social media, news media, and by those who have
interests in stoking our fury.
And we are the casualties, individually, relationally, and
communally.
Our lives can feel so far from what our hearts desire, so far from
what our souls crave.
We have been, in a very real way, walking through a minefield with enemy fire passing by us with every step, ripping us
away from shalom, tearing us from this peace of wholeness and
completeness and harmony in all things, this marriage of heaven
and earth, this experience of eternal life presently. Sometimes
we are hit and wounded, but at other times the ground explodes
beneath our feet and it seems as if we have been completely
taken down with no way out and no one to help us.
We are those who have been wounded by the words and
actions of others. We are those who have been wounded by
loved ones who have abandoned us. We are those who have been
wounded by the ways others have taken advantage of us. We are
those who have been wounded by substance abuse. We are those
who have been wounded by our addictions. We are those who
have been wounded by our pride and self-sufficiency.
We are those who have been wounded by the expectations
others have for us. We are those who have been wounded by
a negative self-image or self-doubt, sometimes leading to selfhatred, self-mutilation, and even suicide attempts. We are those
suffering from the wounds of broken promises, broken relationships, and failed marriages. We are those suffering from the
wounds of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. We are those
who have been literally brought to our knees in grief and heartache when our friends and family are diagnosed with a terminal
disease or die an unexpected death. We are those who are many
times consumed with antipathy, animosity, and maybe even
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hatred toward those who are different than us, whether that be
religiously, politically, racially, or ideologically.
And many times, it’s hard to remember, let alone believe, that
there is anything better than the hostilities we entered from birth.
Our wounds and pain, our cynicism and skepticism, our apathy and indifference, our anger and resentments have become
normal parts of our lives through the years, for some people
more than others, of course. But, we are all victims to the great
tragedy and its wreckage to one degree or another. And it is easy
to become jaded and hardened throughout the years, cynical
about the present, and completely resigned to a fractured and
divided future. So much so, we can begin to believe that life is
something we try to endure, rather than something we still have
the opportunity to live to the fullest in the present. And that
is the lie we begin to believe, and then the way we begin to see
everything around us.

I

THE DANDELION STORY

remember one spring when we first moved into the house in
which we currently live.
The backyard was a blanket of yellow dandelions.
I hated it.
I freaking hated it.
But first, as a proper backdrop, my dad is a meticulous and
obsessive manicurist of fine lawns. And as you can probably
imagine, I grew up just like him. I detested this vile weed that
was bent on overtaking my dream of a gentle and unbroken sea
of green surrounding our house.
This was the case each day as I turned onto the street leading
to our new house. It wasn’t just the mental frustration of having
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so many dandelions in my yard. It was, in a very real way, a
physical frustration.
I could feel the frustration deep within my bones.
One Saturday morning, and very likely the day I was planning to treat the lawn to kill the weeds, our sweet five-year old
Caroline gazed in wonder out the window. I wasn’t immediately
sure what she was looking at, but then it became obvious, as she
said in the most innocent and exuberant voice, “Those are the
most beautiful flowers I have ever seen, daddy!”
I sat there in silence.
What a punch to the gut. I was completely and utterly caught
off guard.
But Caroline was exactly right. Why did I not see it that way
myself? How could I have been looking at something so unimaginably and miraculously beautiful the entire time, but yet been
so viscerally disgusted by the sight of it? What I saw as a nuisance
weed that needed to be eliminated immediately, Caroline saw
as a real life floral tapestry in her own yard that amazed and
delighted her.
That may have been the first time in my life when I realized
how dramatically our “seeing” alters how we perceive and experience this life.
Unlike me, Caroline had not accumulated the years and
years of baggage that influenced and shaped how she viewed the
world, how she viewed other people, or how she was experiencing her young life. Caroline was able to see a world surprising
her with the blessing of tiny, yellow flowers in her very own yard!
She could see beauty clearly, while my distorted lenses saw nothing but a hideous curse that had to be dealt with.
Is it not amazing how two people can look at the same exact
thing, yet see it so differently?
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Maybe that’s why most children have an easier time finding
those places where heaven and earth overlap, where they experience perfect freedom and perfect love, where they discover the
completeness and wholeness and harmony in all things, because
they are not so battle-torn and war-weary. They still have unjaded
eyes that are open wide and that can still clearly see the world
without the fractured lenses that distort how they see people,
situations, and the world around them.
The truth is that children are still open to the possibility of awe
and wonder, the inherent goodness in all people and things, and a
sense that the only moment that matters is the one they are living in
at that exact moment.
It’s no wonder Jesus said that unless we all become like little
children we will never get to experience this great embrace of
heaven and earth. We will never be able to presently enter into
the perfect freedom and perfect love of God. We will never be
able to receive the shalom he has promised us. Becoming like a
child opens our hearts and awakens our lives to awe and wonder,
allows us to rediscover the inherent goodness in all people and
things, and births in us a sense that the only moment that matters is this moment right now.
But is this really even possible?

T O O M U C H H E A R TAC H E , R I G H T ?

I

t’s certainly one thing to be told that each day is grace, full of
opportunity, an invitation into something so much greater,
and that the shalom of the Divine is all around us and holding us
and sustaining us, but quite another to actually be able to enter
into that kind of life. Sure, the dandelion story is beautiful and
a really nice sentiment, but there is simply too much wreckage
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and too much heartache around us for that kind of unrealistic
idealism.
While I admit that I am a wild idealist, and my wife would
probably say that I am idealistic to a fault, I will always stand
uncompromisingly in the gap between what is and what could
be. I will always look hopefully toward a restored future with the
resolve that we can begin living that kind of life right now in the
present. However, I do not stand in this place completely oblivious or in blind ignorance of reality.
I see the wreckage around me and I feel the great burden of
it every single day. I know you do as well. We live in a world
of immense tension and great suffering, a world literally caught
between heaven and hell.
And sometimes there are just no words. Our souls just ache.
Today as I write these words I am one degree of separation
away from friends whose marriages are wrecking or are completely wrecked, friends who have children growing up without the support or involvement of the other parent and who
are suffering through the emotional pain of it, a friend who just
overdosed on drugs a few months ago and is now in prison,
another friend who was just charged with multiple drug-related
felonies, friends and family who are battling for their lives with
cancer, our best friends who just lost their teenage son in a fatal
accident, my work partner of eight years who just died of cancer leaving a husband and two middle-school children, another
friend with three young children who just lost her husband to
brain cancer, a friend who just died in a car accident a couple
of months ago, a friend who only has weeks left to live because
of bone cancer, friends who are unemployed, friends who suffer
from mental illness and depression, and friends who have children who have been suicidal in the last few months.
Believe me. I get it. I really get it.
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I am not asking you to pretend that there is not horrific pain
in the world or to simply ignore the immense suffering in this
life. I not only acknowledge it, but I feel it down deep in my
soul. There is a literal hell around us that is aggressively trying
to break us apart.

B

ANOTHER LIFE

ut surprisingly, astonishingly, maybe even ridiculously,
Jesus said that, even in the wreckage of death and destruction, even in the throes of pain and suffering, he came so that we
may have lives that are, not just full, but lives that are overflowing
and abundant.
So while we hold together the tension of smiles and tears, the
tension of joy and pain, the tension of celebration and mourning, the tension of happiness and sadness, the tension of life and
death, we are still, even now, being wholly embraced, completely
enveloped, unceasingly pursued, and graciously invited into the
perfect love and shalom of God through it all.
You may find that incredibly hard to fathom, but listen.
Despite the wreckage around us, there is another reality surrounding us, immersing us, in unending life and beauty. It is
a reality that longs to revive our broken and wounded hearts
so that they may beat again. It is a reality that washes over our
blinded eyes so that we may see again. It is a reality that is overflowing and abundant in an ever-present completeness and
wholeness and harmony in all things. It is a reality that straightens every path, that stands against and presses into the dark,
hostile, and oppressive forces of the world, and extends justice
and righteousness for all people.
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We live in a world that explodes with great artistry and creativity. It is a world that offers limitless freedom and opportunity. It is a world that flows with the greatest expressions of love
and goodness. It is a world with incomparable life and beauty.
And we have been invited, to not just see it with new eyes, but
to begin living abundantly within it, and then helping others to
see it and experience it as well. Yes, even in the wreckage, even
in the very worst circumstances, and even through immense and
immeasurable pain, we have all been invited to presently enter
the great embrace of heaven and earth, together.
And this embrace is no different than the one that so tenderly
held me in my lawn that day as a fully awake and fully alive
six-year old. It held me and nurtured me then, but began pursuing me through the years, as I grew distant, hard-hearted, angry,
prideful, and self-serving. I didn’t have the eyes to see it, though.
The only thing that changed through the years… was me. The
open arms of the father were always outstretched, waiting for me
to receive him, and continually longing to hold me again.

B

T H E W I N D I N G PAT H

ut the path leading back to that place was not a straight
line, nor was it pain-free. It never is. We can’t snap our fingers or will ourselves into eternal living. It is a daily pursuit that
can be completely brutal. It can tear your heart out, rip up your
insides, and make you ask questions about who you are, what
you are doing, and why you are doing it. I have asked those questions myself. But this winding path requires patience and trust,
because we all walk at a different pace, and sometimes we may
take a different route than another. So be kind to yourself on
this journey. There is no judgment as we walk this road together.
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For me, it has been a road of humbling myself, self-reflection and contemplation, crucifixion and resurrection. And all
of those words are just ways of saying that I needed to take an
honest and humble look at myself to see who I had become,
what I was becoming on my own. I desperately needed to discover what was keeping me from living a full and abundant life,
keeping me from returning to the embrace of perfect freedom
and perfect love, keeping me from receiving the shalom of God
in the present.
My wife would frequently catch me sitting at the dinner
table by myself staring out the window into the backyard many
times over the last ten years. I wasn’t depressed. I wasn’t having a
midlife crisis in my 30’s. I just had so many questions and I felt
like I was completely suffocating.
I found it hard to find happiness and joy.
It seemed as if my life was about enduring each day and I
was only happy when anticipating something big or exciting. I
battled through each day in hopes of some larger outcome. My
happiness and joy were predicated only by what I wanted, or by
what I believed I deserved or needed out of life. I was so blind.
I could not see the beauty around me. I was so ignorant of the
miracle and mystery in which I lived and breathed.
I had become bored and discontented with this life.
But there was this moment when it all started to change for
me. I was in the family room after supper with my two daughters. They were playing with each other on the floor, but it was
the kind of playing that just grates on the nerves of a parent. And
if you are a parent of little kids you know exactly what I mean.
There is nice, quiet playing and then there is the loud, bloodcurdling, excessive playing. This was the latter.
I was tired from a long day at work and I really didn’t feel
that well. To be honest, I had been wishing it was a bit later so I
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could just put them to bed. I am not exactly sure what hit me at
that exact moment, but I closed my eyes and rested my head on
the back of the couch and just listened. I heard Caroline’s sweet
voice. I heard Anna laughing at her. I could hear my wife cleaning up in the kitchen. I could hear Aberdeen, my dog, running
around and barking at the girls. It was complete chaos, but the
most beautiful chaos I had ever heard.
Tears ran down my face and I thanked God.
I was there again. I was in that place. Life was far from perfect, but I was fully present and I was being wholly embraced.
There was an abundance in that ordinary moment that was deep
and overflowing. It was so good.
I felt like Emily Webb from the Thornton Wilder play Our
Town. But, rather than looking back in pain and regret, like
Emily Webb, for blindly missing the treasure of every moment
before it was too late, I was resolved to begin living this life to
the fullest while I still had the opportunity and to begin learning how to see and experience it in its fullness, even when it is
tough, even when it is painful, even when I hurt, even when I
want to give up. My life was going to change. My mind needed
to change. I needed a new heart. I needed eyes that could see
clearly. I longed for happiness. I longed for joy. I longed for presence. And at that moment, I knew it was possible in my adult
life, in ways I had never imagined.
That is where my pursuit began, on the couch in the middle of
chaos, in the least likely place to discover joy and gratitude.
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What a contrast from the green grass and gentle winds forty
years ago when God first had my heart, but this time it was
sweeter. I understood it better. I appreciated it so much more.

M

W H AT A B O U T YO U ?

aybe you once had that experience, as well. Maybe you
have had a moment in the middle of your own personal chaos or during a very ordinary moment and knew that
life could be so much better, so much richer, so much fuller, so
much more abundant than anything you had previously experienced. But, through the constant wreckage of this life, it was
lost or forgotten. Maybe it just slowly faded away or died with
cynicism or doubt or frustration or with a broken heart. Maybe
you just gave up on it because there are too many forces in your
life that are trying to break you down and make you unhappy or
anxious or stressed or depressed.
But this idea of life to the fullest is still the deepest longing of
your soul.
What if I told you that this kind of life is still possible? What
if I told you that there is a life, a beautiful life, that has been surrounding you since you were born, and it is within your reach
just waiting to be received, not in fleeting moments, but in every
moment?
What if I told you that, even in the midst of your own pain
and suffering, even in your own personal and relational struggles, even through the busyness and rat-race of life, even in the
middle of a hateful and hostile and divided world, there is a
beautiful reality to be discovered and breathed in at this present
moment?
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What if I told you that there is a wholeness and completeness and harmony with the Divine, the shalom of God, that is all
around you just waiting for the receiving that can change how
you see and experience this life, how you relate to others, and
how you move out in purpose each day?
It is here and it is an ever-present gift to receive, but one
which must be discovered. But in order to discover, one must
learn how to see differently in this fractured and divided world.
But, this pursuit begins in a posture of humble receiving. And
that will be our pursuit together, as we navigate through our
pain, carry on in our suffering, and journey through the ordinary and the chaos. For there is immense beauty and life and
abundance that is immersing us and washing over us, moment
by moment, even as we walk through the wreckage.

QUESTIONS
1. Have you ever experienced a moment of perfect freedom and perfect love in your life, as if heaven and
earth came together, even if for a split second? If so,
describe it? How did you feel in that moment? If you
have never had that experience, how does the thought
of experiencing wholeness, completeness, and harmony in your life and relationships sound to you?
2. As you think about your life, in what ways do you feel
like you have experienced less than a life of wholeness,
completeness, and harmony?
3. On a daily basis, how does news and social media
make you feel? In what ways are they counterproductive to shalom (wholeness, completeness, and
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harmony in all things)- individually, relationally, and
communally?
4. What wreckage have you experienced in your life and
how does it still affect and influence you?
5. Based upon the words in this chapter, what are your
expectations with the rest of the book? What gives
you the greatest hope?
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CHAPTER 2

The Unity of All Things
A person can become accustomed to the worst of lives just
as long as everyone around him lives the same way.
T O L S T OY

In Christ’s family there can be no division into Jew and non-Jew,
slave and free, male and female. Among us you are all equal.
That is, we are all in a common relationship with Jesus Christ.
PAU L T H E A P O S T L E

E

very time I go backpacking, I find myself in the some of the
most remote and isolated backcountry in the world.
On my most recent endeavor to Wrangell-St. Elias National
Park and Preserve in southeast Alaska, I was more distant and
separated from civilization than I had ever been in my entire
life. The closest town, McCarthy, Alaska (population 45) was 50
miles from where we would be backpacking over the week and
was only reachable by bush plane.
I don’t know if you have ever had any type of similar experience, of finding yourself literally cut off from the world, from
communication, from news media, from geopolitical rumblings,
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from domestic unrest, from political upheaval. But it is both a
liberating and terrifying experience.
In one sense, there is a sweet relief in finding solace in the
stillness of the wilderness. Yet, in another sense, there is a profound unease upon re-entering the “real world.”
It is as if this retreat into the wild always provides a necessary
cleansing or washing from the accumulated daily muck and mire
and mudslinging of our culture, but then is unceremoniously
followed by the ugly realization that the mudslinging continues
all the while. There is a sad inevitability of having to walk back
into it.
And I was told as much upon my first communication back
into civilization when one of my friends texted me the following words, “After the political events of this past week, I suggest
heading straight back into the wilderness.”
I seriously thought about it after taking a quick look at the
news and social media.
There is a crushing agony to experiencing so much stillness
and peace and serenity, of being fully enveloped and immersed
in the miracle and mystery of life, but then walking back into so
much anger, hatred, and division.

THE TENSION OF TWO REALITIES

T

here are two very different, very distinct, parallel realities
that exist in tension.
But too many times, it seems as if the only reality we see
on a daily basis, the only reality we have been made to believe
truly exists, the only reality we are told that we can live and
participate, is this embattled reality that is ravaging us and swallowing us whole. And to be honest, when we trust the news,
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social media, and our hyper-rationalistic culture, this seemingly
all-powerful, destructive reality, which is tearing us apart at the
seams and ripping us away from the present experience of shalom, becomes our only reality.
We are continually bombarded with notions that spirituality is naive and narrow-minded and passe’ to the modern intellectual mind. The wisdom of ancient mystics, who taught that
union and communion with the Divine is our soul’s greatest
longing, has been passed off as ancient ideas. Ideals, such as love
and peace, that transcend every categorization, every division,
and every conflict, have been dismissed as unrealistic, Pollyanna
pursuits in dealing with our “real world issues.”
But what do you do when the deepest longings of your soul,
of being wholly enveloped in perfect freedom and perfect love,
of experiencing the sweet embrace of heaven and earth, of awakening to the richness and abundance of this life, seem like a
gigantic impossibility?
What do you do when your deepest, most essential hunger
is shalom, not just in your own life, but in your relationships, in
your community, and in the world, but all you see is the accumulating wreckage that surrounds you day after day?
What do you do when you have tasted something in the past
that is so sweet and so desirable that it resurrected within you a
profoundly eternal sense of goodness and awe and wonder and
light, but the dark clouds of division and hostility are dimming
that light?
If there is another reality that surrounds us, that holds us,
that invites us to unending life and beauty, that is our soul’s
deepest longing, that transcends every division and animosity
and hostility, why does it appear as if it has been eclipsed by
the darkness of antipathy, hatred, rage, and disunion? If there
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is another reality, why have so many given up on it? If there is
another reality, why does this darkness appear to be our only
reality?

I

LABELS AND DIVISIONS

remember sitting in an undergraduate philosophy class at
Hanover College in which the professor, discussing the limitations, nuances, and intricacies of human language, explained
to us that while we English speakers have only one word for
the frozen precipitation that falls from the sky, snow, the Inuit
people have over 50 words to describe every variation and type
of snow.
I have to admit at being amazed at such detail of observation
and subtlety of experience.
There is something fascinating about being able to use
descriptive words and language to paint a mental picture for
others that is rich and vibrant in its specificity and detail. As a
writer, I am continually reminded of the importance of words
and how appreciative readers are at being able to participate in
an experience, at being able to make a visceral connection to
a story, and at being able to imagine the intricate details of an
image.
All through words.
Words can bring observations and experiences to life.
However, our diversity in words and language also make us
expert classifiers and near-obsessive labelers.
And you may be wondering why you picked up on a bit of
cynicism with that last sentence.
While we may not all have the exhaustingly expressive, yet
delightfully observant-of-every-fine-detail chops of Dostoevsky,
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we all have an almost innate need for describing things. We are
hardwired, it seems, with the ability to observe, discriminate,
label, and classify. And of course this is not inherently bad but
actually serves many good and useful purposes.
However, our specificity in precise and meticulous observations, our keen eye at discriminating, our acuteness in classifying and labeling can actually, consequently and unintentionally,
limit our experiences and create divisions of reality.
Rather than seeing people as they are, rather than enjoying
experiences for what they are, we very naturally, maybe even
unconsciously, begin to divide all things into categories and
groups. And when we do this, it can very easily lead to the creation of dualities (this one is good and that one is bad) and hierarchies (this one has more value than that one). It can also ultimately lead to antagonisms and conflicts among theses divisions.
And this can happen simply by the categories in which we place
ourselves and other people and then by what we subsequently
believe about them, or are told to believe about them, based
solely upon how they are described, labeled, or categorized.

T

T H E C O N S E RVAT I V E ,
R E P U B L I C A N E VA N G E L I C A L

he reason I know this to be true, besides seeing it all around
me everyday, is that I have experienced the judgment of
another person, based solely upon the label I was given.
About twenty years ago a friend and I believed that we should
start an organization called Taking Back America. We thought
that the very best thing for America was for Christians to mobilize politically and make a stronger united effort to influence our
governments, schools, and other institutions “for the cause of
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Christ.” We were very excited about pursuing this endeavor and
were planning to have a huge kick-off event with some nationally recognized political speakers, who were Christians, and
some critically acclaimed Christian musical acts.
With the planning underway and a few speakers already committed, I contacted a particular artist management company to
line up a specific musician that we really loved. I spoke to several
different people at this company, telling them all about what we
were doing and why we were doing it. I sent them our information and they told me that they would get back with me within
a couple of weeks.
But they never did.
Frustrated, as this was the last piece of the puzzle that we
needed to begin promoting the event, I called the agency back in
order to find out what was taking so long. The lady with whom I
had been speaking over the previous weeks finally passed my call
over to the agency director. The subsequent conversation left me
frustrated and confused.
The director started by saying that he did not believe the
musician we were trying to book necessarily agrees with what
we were doing or how we were doing it. Perplexed, I asked him
to be more specific. He said that neither he, nor the musician,
believed that it was a good thing for Christianity to advance
politically, adding that they did not think America necessarily had to be “taken back for Christ,” by the means we were
suggesting.
I continued to press him because I could not understand
what he was saying. It was not computing. It would not register.
I could not imagine that there could be a different perspective
that did not believe Christians ought not take America back and
“restore it to the Christian values and ideals we once had.” Even
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more frustrated, I asked him how, exactly, we ought to move
forward as Christians in America if we do not do it politically.
He told me something I will never forget. He said, “The kingdom of God is not dependent upon our politics or our governments to move forward.” But what followed that sentence was
the most despicable form of judgment and lack of grace I have
ever experienced.
In response to my serious lack of understanding to his perspective and my continued questioning for clarity, he said,
“People like you will never get it.”
And that crushed me.
The way we label and classify and categorize people can reinforce,
maybe even harden and solidify, what we think about them and
what is already in our hearts. They become projections of how we see,
experience, and relate to the world, as a divided, fragmented reality.
I was categorized as a Conservative, Republican Evangelical.
And because of that label, I was not worth the effort or time
because I would “never get it.”
Well, I did eventually get it. And rather than continuing
the endless cycle of labeling others and diminishing people and
causing more anger and division, I want to use that experience
to chart a better way forward together.

W

WE DON’T SEE PEOPLE

e live in a time in which we are hyper-obsessed with
how we describe ourselves, how we label others and put
them into categories, how we begin to assign worth and value
based upon the label a person or group wears and the category
in which a person or group identifies.
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Even more, we then begin to live in division and conflict,
either mentally or physically, with a labeled and categorized person or group, without ever knowing the person behind the label.
The sad and tragic reality is that underneath a label or a classification is a person, a flesh and blood human being, a living
and breathing creation with a soul, who has been reduced to a
cheap descriptor, who is only seen as an easy label for how they
are described, who is stereotyped and caricatured, not for the
depth of who they are, or as one uniquely created in the image
of God, but as an object that can be disrespected, diminished,
and discarded.
God help us.
We are in a very precarious time in history. The discriminating generalizations and xenophobic stereotypes, the widening
fissures and the deepening crevasses in relationships, and then
the tectonic plates of verbal and physical conflict between people and groups are shaking the foundations on which we stand.
We are on the precipice of a cultural civil war and it is a dark
manifestation of our fearful individualism, our isolated homogeny, and our dehumanization and devaluation of “those people”
(whoever “those people” are, but it seems like there are more
“those people” than ever today).
Political ideology is pit against political ideology. Ethnic
group is set against ethnic group. The One Percent is put into
conflict with the Ninety-nine Percent. All Lives Matter is set
against Black Lives Matter and vice versa. Anti-gun supporters are against Pro-gun supporters. Republicans are against
Democrats. Democrats are against Republicans. One lifestyle
rages against another lifestyle. Religious groups are against atheist groups, and atheist groups are against religious groups.
And the tragedy is that we begin to exist for who we are against.
Against illegal immigrants.
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Against homosexuals.
Against liberals.
Against conservatives.
Against evangelicals.
Against Muslims.
Against science.
Against presidents.
Against.
Against.
Against.
And the antagonism never ends.
We are in increasingly cynical, polarized, and confrontational
times. Times that have lost innocence and imagination. We, too
many times, operate collectively at the lowest common denominator with a survival-of-the-fittest mentality. We do not just
oppose others; we diminish their humanity, as if they have no
worth or value at all. Our causes, affiliations, and ideologies have
become more important and more valuable than human beings
themselves. People have become obstacles, and then the necessary casualties, to achieve our agendas, to prove our “rightness”
and their “wrongness.”
We don’t see people as human beings. We only see them for how
they are labeled, for the issues they represent, and we believe they
must be crushed and defeated.
We have become too deeply entrenched in our individual
hatreds. We have sold our souls to the political machines of
rancor and antagonism. We have pledged allegiance to our own
interests in the world. We spend way too much time on social
media fighting and arguing about opinions that really don’t matter that much and that actually fracture and divide us further.
We have become shackled to religions of rightness, and everyone’s wrongness, for too long.
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But all the while, these fires rage on day after day and are
intentionally doused with the verbal gasoline of minute-by-minute news coverage, the political talking heads, social media algorithms that reinforce our little echo chambers, and the vested
interest of every special interest group.
The truth is that each of these can be biased in order to further
manipulate our feelings and beliefs in how we see others and
how we see the world. And they push us to the poles of division
and antagonism against one another.
It is a sad reality how weak we are becoming, how eagerly we
consume what we are being fed, how easily we allow our moral
structures to fall for lack of any substantial foundation, and how
quickly we fall victim to the biased narratives.
And the evidences of this fractured and divided reality, which
has led to the dehumanization of others and the great divisions
between us, are scattered all around us. Every moment of the
day, from our social media posts and comments to the everincreasing brazenness and hostility of our words in real life, there
is so much anger and vitriol and animosity and hatred and division that has engulfed us.
It is swallowing us whole.

I

ERASING DIVIDING LINES

f this rising tide of antagonism is to ever begin receding, if the
war around us is to ever cease, if the dividing lines are to ever
be erased, if the wreckage is to ever be repaired and restored, it
begins with each one of us. here. now.
And if the sweet embrace of heaven and earth is to ever extend
wider, if perfect freedom and perfect love is to ever be a shared
experience, if shalom is to ever go forth into our relationships,
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into our communities, and into the larger world, and if beauty
is to ever be discovered in the wreckage that surrounds us, it has
to begin with each one of us.
I am not sure if you have ever considered this, but up until
the time of Jesus the trajectory of the biblical narrative was a
devolution into division, classification, and labeling that then
further disintegrated into either/or thinking, hateful discrimination, fearful xenophobia, we/they mentalities, cyclical conflicts,
ethnic and religious prejudices, political animosities, and perpetual wars.
And this cycle played out over and over and over and over.
Does it sound familiar?
But with Jesus, this tired and predictable trajectory ended.
And when I talk about Jesus, I am not referring to anything
or anyone but Jesus Christ alone, because so many people,
churches, and institutions have twisted Jesus into something he
never was. Jesus has been made to promote nationalism, patriotism, socialism, communism, and every kind of violence and
war and atrocity on earth. I am not talking about the Jesus that
has been misconstrued, caricatured, and misrepresented by any
number of churches, denominations, institutional religions, or
any other deviation of religion or politics that has abandoned,
maligned, or distorted the way of Jesus.
I am talking about the self-sacrificing, other-centered, enemyloving Christ that existed in perfect shalom with the Divine and
with all of creation.
Because when we start with that Jesus, we find the most revolutionary, counter-cultural, and radical movement in history.
At the height of hateful discrimination, fearful xenophobia,
we/they mentalities, cyclical conflicts, ethnic and religious prejudices, political animosities, and perpetual wars, Jesus started a
movement away from classifications, labels, and divisions which
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then began to erase dividing lines and hierarchies and conflicts,
all with the most unlikely people from every different part of life.
Jesus faced, head on, ethnocentrism and racism. Jesus stood up
to inequality and social stratification. Jesus embraced the uncivilized, the disabled, the outcast, the stigmatized, the unclean, the
infected, the sinner. Jesus even hung out with people who had
different ideas than him and who may have even been considered enemies by others. Jesus broke every social norm of every
institution and construct of his time.
No longer were people to be labeled or classified, no longer
were people to be divided against or placed in hierarchies, no
longer were people to live in conflict or hostility, because in the
Christ there was a new way of seeing all things that was being
brought to life.
In the Christ was the beginning of one new humanity.
No longer were people to be seen as Jew or Gentile, because
in the Christ there is one new humanity. No longer were people
to be seen as rich or poor, because in the Christ there is one
new humanity. No longer were people to be seen as male or
female, because in the Christ there is one new humanity. No
longer were people to be seen as barbarians or civilized, because
in the Christ there is one new humanity. No longer were people
to be seen as clean or unclean, because in the Christ there is one
new humanity.1

A

ONE NEW HUMANITY

nd when one begins to see differently, Christ is all, and is
in all. When one begins to see differently, we no longer
regard anyone from a worldly point of view. When one begins
to see differently, the old ways have gone and the new ways have
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come. When one begins to see differently, we are able to unite
as one and find communion in the life-giving, life-sustaining
Christ and in a love and peace that transcends every dividing
line. For it is only in that which is transcendent that we can collectively move beyond every division.
That is the radical beauty of the message Jesus preached, that
we would no longer be viewed by what label we wear or classification we have been given. We would unite and align in a love
that transcends every label, every classification, every ideology,
and every division and that guides us in how to see all things
differently.
No longer do we see Protestant or Catholic, because in the
Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see fundamentalists or liberals, because in
the Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see those on the inside or those on the outside, because in the Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see conservative or progressive, because in
the Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see legal citizen or illegal alien, because in
the Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see Black Lives Matter or All Lives Matter,
because in the Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see privileged or underprivileged, because in
the Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see gay or straight, because in the Christ
there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see transgender or cisgender, because in the
Christ there is one new humanity.
No longer do we see religious or atheist, because in the Christ
there is one new humanity.
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No longer do we see American or Pakistani or Afghani or
North Korean or Venezuelan or Russian, because in the Christ
there is one new humanity.
For it is through this life-giving, life-sustaining Christ in
which all things were created. And by this Christ that all things
hold together. And through this Christ that God is restoring all
things to himself into a perfect oneness, a perfect wholeness, a
perfect unity with no division, no dividing lines, no classifications, and no labels, for those who presently receive this invitation of union, this invitation of shalom with the Divine.
Do you see it? That is the good news.
And it is precisely in this good news where you will find my
deep and abiding passion and energy, and where you will discover
the uncompromisingly expectant heart of this book, because it is
where my joy abounds.
And it is for that reason alone why I will never submit to a
defeated, antagonistic, divided reality. It is for that reason why
I will not run back into the backcountry of Alaska to escape
the hostilities. Because I believe that there is another reality into
which we are all invited, and into which we can all presently
enter, that resides in love, that moves outward in peace, and that
sees and presently experiences this life and all people in oneness.
This is where it all begins.
It is a reality birthed in our union and communion with the
Divine and it is for every single individual, for every single relationship, and for every single community, across every culture,
every ethnic group, every race, every orientation and lifestyle,
and from every tongue, tribe, and nation.
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T

THE WEDDING

here is an ancient story about a time when Jesus, his
mother, and a few of his disciples went to a countryside
wedding in Cana of Galilee. In the middle of this huge wedding
celebration, there was a monumental problem.2
They ran out of wine.
Not even one single drop of wine remained.
They completely ran out.
And if there is one thing you do not do at an ancient, nearEastern wedding, you absolutely, positively do not run out of
wine. Such an oversight would bring shame to the family, as well
as the bride and groom.
But there is something curious and unbelievably beautiful
that happens right in the middle of the impending catastrophe.
Mary, the mother of Jesus, comes to Jesus and urgently shares
that they are all out of wine, but Jesus calmly replies, “What does
this have to do with me? My time has not yet come?”
Mary then turns to the servants and says, “Do whatever he
tells you.”
Somehow you just know from Mary’s words that everything
will be alright. No one will be experiencing any shame or dishonor in the middle of this massive wedding celebration. Jesus
will make this thing right. Just do what he says.
Jesus then looks over at six empty twenty-gallon stone jars
that are typically filled with water for purification rituals and
tells the servants to fill each of them to the very top with
water. And they trusted that he knew what he was doing, so
they did it.
And you know the rest of the story.
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Jesus miraculously turns a whole lot of water into a whole
lot of wine (like 120 gallons of the absolute best heavenly wine)!
But there is so much more going on here than what meets
the eye.
At the very beginning of the account, the author tells us that
this event, which he refers to as the first of Jesus’ signs, occurs
on the third day. And the third day to which he is referring is
Christ’s resurrection, the beginning of new creation, the beginning of this marriage of heaven and earth.
Do you see where this is going?
Third day. Resurrection. Big Marriage Party.
In light of the resurrection, this big marriage party, of heaven
and earth coming together as one, has already started.
The writer is referring specifically to this marriage of heaven
and earth, this sweet embrace of heaven and earth, this union
and communion with the Divine into which we all have been
presently invited. The celebration of this wedding is all around
us right now. The festivities have already begun. And there is
singing and drinking and jubilation.
But even while we presently celebrate, even amidst the feasting, the happiness, the joy, and the beauty of this marriage of
heaven and earth, there is a tension that threatens to bring down
the party in shame and dishonor, there is an impending tragedy
that could upend the entire celebration.
Will this tension break apart this marriage?
Will this tension ruin this celebration?
Will this tension stop our dancing and our singing?
Will this tension bring shame and dishonor and tears and
regret and pain and suffering?
What do you see?
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Are you standing at the empty stone jars and only seeing the
impossibility of the situation? Are you standing at the empty
stone jars and thinking about the shame and dishonor and regret
and pain and suffering that will ruin the marriage and halt the
celebration? Are you standing at the empty stone jars next to
others who are convinced that the party is over and who are
already pointing fingers at who is to blame- the man who drank
too much, the woman who took two glasses rather than one glass
every time she got a refill, those who just showed up but who
weren’t invited and drank too much, the person who bought the
wine but didn’t buy enough?
At the empty stone jars all seems lost. All seems bleak. All
seems dire. There may be some anxiety and stress. There may be
some worry and fear. There may even be some internal pain and
suffering.
What do you see?
Is there a light to be found in all of this darkness? Is there any
reason to have hope? Everyone who sees the impossibility of the
situation is angry and is beginning to blame others. And as we
stand there, we may easily forget that there is a marriage and a
celebration that hasn’t stopped, that there are even more people
dancing and laughing and hugging, that the music is getting
even louder, and that the wine is about to get a whole lot better!
What do you see?
There is an entirely new and beautiful and hopeful reality that
surrounds us, that envelops us, that will never be consumed or
destroyed or defeated in hopelessness. It is alive and it is full and
it is abundant. It is a miraculous and mysterious reality that satisfies our deepest longings, that satiates our deepest hunger, that
erases every dividing line, that transcends our every difference,
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and that awakens our souls to the awe and wonder and oneness
of all things. And it is the marriage of heaven and earth and the
celebration continues all around us.
Can you see it?

QUESTIONS
1. Have you ever experienced the profound tension of
peace and contentment, while also experiencing the
anger, frustration, and hostility of the world around
you? How did each make you feel? How did each
affect your views of others or how you view the
world?
2. In general, which reality has influenced you the most?
And why do you think that is the case?
3. Think of a time when you were on the receiving end
of stereotyping, labeling, discrimination, or judgment. How did it make you feel? What did it lead
you to think about the other person or a people
group?
4. As you think about how you currently see the world,
are there individuals or groups against whom you
have been antagonistic, hostile, angry, or divided?
Even more, are there individuals or groups toward
whom you have been hard-hearted, uncharitable,
judgmental, or less than loving? What do you believe
is the root of your feelings toward these individuals
and people groups?
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5. How does the understanding of the unity of all things
in the Christ begin to challenge or change any of the
negative beliefs or attitudes you have held towards
individuals or people groups? How does this understanding begin to heal divisions and restore people
and people groups?
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CHAPTER 3

You Have Been Invited
You’ll never recognize God if you believe
everything people tell you about God.
T O L S T OY

No one can teach you how to see.
AVATA R

I

want to share a couple of stories with you that I recently
heard.
A preacher was recounting a time several years ago when,
during the “invitation hymn” after the sermon, a lady came forward to be baptized. The preacher had previously heard about
this lady, as he had been told that she was currently living with
her boyfriend, who was already a member of the church. As
they stood together in front of the congregation, the pastor
reflected that he knew he “needed to confront her about her
sinful relationship.”
And that is exactly what he did.
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As they exited to change clothes and prepare for the baptism,
the preacher cornered her and said, “There is no way I can baptize you unless you quit living in sin.”
The couple gave him their assurances that they wouldn’t live
together. The lady was baptized. And they never went back to
his church again.
As if it couldn’t get any worse, in the same sermon, the
preacher proudly recalled a funeral he was to give to a 19-year
old young man he did not know personally, but whom he soon
found out was a motorcycle biker.
As the preacher was on his way to the funeral, he detailed his
approach to the funeral home. He said that he saw a parking lot
full of “stereotypical [bikers] with long hair and tattoos all over
the place, right there in public smoking their joints and drinking
[beer], with several of them having their girls along with them
dressed immodestly on the back of their bikes.”
As I listened to these heartbreaking words and the tone in
which they were spoken, all I could think was, “Would Jesus
ride passed these bikers and their ‘immodestly dressed girls’ in
judgment based upon how they looked and then think that he
needed to preach the gospel to them when they come into the
funeral home?
Or, would he have gone out to them, embraced them, cried
with them, listened to their stories of how they knew the young
man, and then told them about the beautiful invitation and present reality of God’s kingdom that surrounds them and invites
them in?”
To me, the answer is so clear and so evident.
Throughout the Gospels, Jesus was always at the table of
invitation with all types of people, but especially those who
were regarded as outcasts and those who were stigmatized by
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society- tax collectors, prostitutes, the unclean, the disabled, and
every type of special sin group at that time.

I

WHO ARE OUR GUIDES?

wish I could tell you that stories like those above are anomalies.
But they are not.
I remember a time, as a young man, when I overheard chatter among people in my church about a lady who was wearing
a mini-skirt and how she needed to be told to dress modestly in
the “House of the Lord.”
As soon as the service ended, an elder of the church approached
the young woman, who had never been to our church before,
and told her that if she was going to come back she needed to
dress appropriately.
She never came back.
I share these stories for a specific reason.
The world in which we live is full of men and women from all
walks of life who long for something more than what they awake
to each morning. They are people we meet and cross paths with,
who have their own struggles, and who know intuitively, who
know down deep in their souls, that there has to be so much
more to this life.
And they are just like us. People who may have had a
moment in their past when heaven and earth overlapped, when
they tasted something wonderful and divine, and have been desperately searching to find it again. Even if they couldn’t name the
experience, or really even describe it, they knew that they wanted
to find it again.
But in the very place where they believed they might discover it, the church, they were instead met with judgment,
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expectations that they must already be perfect, and rules of perfection which they must follow.
And this is one of many reasons why so many have given up
on going to church. We are hungry for so much more than what
we are finding within their walls.
We are those desperately trying to make sense of this chaotic and upside-down world that feels like it is blowing up all
around us. We are those attempting to make sense of faith and
spirituality in a world where it looks like there is just too much
suffering and too much evil prevailing. We are those searching
after something of substance that we hope will lead us into more
abundant lives. We are those starving and hungry for life to the
fullest, those longing to be fully awake and fully alive, and those
who want to find a greater sense of wholeness, completeness,
and harmony in all things.
But who is guiding us? Who is helping us learn how to see,
and then to be, differently in the world?
Religion has largely been more preoccupied with belonging
systems and controlling who’s in and who’s out and sin management than guiding people through the wreckage, and into a
more beautiful, more abundant way of living.
And it is for this reason why I am convinced that, in addition
to the masses of people leaving the institutionalized church, the
vast majority of visionaries and prophets are outside the walls of
the church right now as well.
They are going directly to the people who are deconstructing
their faith and who are still searching for something of meaning
and substance, and then guiding them into the ways of shalom.
These visionaries and prophets desperately long for churches to
awaken and lead their people and their cities and towns in the
ways of shalom, and to be instrumental in helping put the broken
pieces of their communities back together. And some churches
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are starting to do just that. But the vast majority are presently
too consumed with themselves and their own interests. And to
that end, we can no longer wait on churches to figure this out.

T

A N E W WAY O F S P E A K I N G

he words of Jesus to the religious capture this tension so
perfectly when he says, “You shut the door of the kingdom
of [God] in people’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will
you let those enter who are trying.”1
Don’t get lost here in the language of the kingdom of God.
Jesus was speaking to people who understood kings and kingdoms and lords and it all made perfect sense to them at that
time.
But that is not the way we speak any more.
The kingdom of God can be understood by us as this present
embrace of perfect freedom and perfect love. It is an unconditional and forgiving love that has always been present with us
and has always surrounded us, enveloped us, fully immersed us,
and never abandoned us. It is the present union and communion
with God that transforms us, and then begins to extend outward
in wholeness and completeness and harmony in all things. It
is the present marriage, the present coming together, of heaven
and earth in our lives.
The kingdom of God is shalom. It is the life we were always
meant to live, because that is the only place where life to the fullest
is found.
So with this phrase, the kingdom of God, Jesus is simply talking about a present life experience that people are searching to
discover and trying to enter, but that religion blocks them from
ever discovering. And surprisingly, as Jesus says, the religious
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haven’t entered into it either. So not only have the religious not
entered into this life of shalom, they actually keep others from
discovering and entering into it.
The religious may have the very best of intentions, but this
embrace, this freedom, this love does not originate from them,
nor is it entered through them. It doesn’t come from following
the “right rules,” or being on the “right religious team,” or by
avoiding certain “sins.”
There is a parable of the kingdom of God that Jesus shares
of a man who finds a treasure that had been hidden in a field.
Through his own searching, he discovers the riches and then sells
everything he has to buy the field in order to have all of the
riches of this treasure.2
This short story reveals an amazing paradox and a poignant
truth about our fundamental humanity and what it means to
be alive. The riches of an abundant life only come through our own
searching and willingness to give up everything in order to receive
what we have discovered. It doesn’t come from anyone else. It can
only be discovered by you.
And that is a game changer.
It is a truth so profound and relevant today because there
are many people, even within the churches, who are searching
desperately for the wholeness and completeness of a better life,
but who do not realize that there is actually something beyond
themselves that can satisfy their every longing, that can satiate
their deepest hunger, that can awaken their senses to the profound beauty around them. The sad reality, for many, is that this
treasure remains hidden because they have been looking in all
the wrong places and looking to all the wrong people.
Shalom is not found in a classroom, earned by religious affiliation or practice, received through the proper steps, or handed
down from one person to another. It can only be found by the
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humble, earnest seeker who simply receives that which has been
surrounding them the entire time, the shalom of God.
In the book The Practice of the Presence of God, which is a collection of writings from a 17th century monk named Brother
Lawrence, he is quoted as saying, “There is no sweeter manner
of living in the world than continuous communion with God.
Only those who have experienced it can understand.”3
Jesus echoes that exact sentiment when he says, “Wide is the
gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many
enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that
leads to life, and only a few find it.”4
While many wrongly ascribe those words of Jesus to a future
heaven and future hell, that is not at all what he is talking about.
Jesus is talking about the difficulty of discovering the present experience of the kingdom of God. Those who have never
searched for the life-giving present reality of the kingdom of
God, the present life of shalom, will continue with lives that
move toward, and further compound, destruction and wreckage. But those who continue searching will discover the narrow
way, which few actually find, that leads to a sweeter manner of
living in constant communion with God. Narrow is that path
that leads to life and only those who seek after it will find it.

T

TA K I N G B AC K B O R N AG A I N

here is an absolutely fascinating encounter between Jesus
and a high-ranking religious man named Nicodemus.
When the religious man approaches Jesus under the cover of
night, Jesus says to him, “No one can see, or experience, the
kingdom of God unless they are born again.”5
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Please, suspend your judgment for a moment, because the
phrase born again has been tragically hijacked by a political
segment of Christianity that has given it a negative and hypercharged meaning that was never intended. Born again, in the
proper context, means something so much more beautiful and
different than you could ever imagine.
Jesus is saying that we will never be able to see or experience
this shalom, that we will never be able to be whole, complete,
or in perfect harmony with all things in the present, unless we
are born from above, unless we open ourselves in a posture of
humility to actually receive this embrace of God in the Spirit.
Even more, Jesus is saying all of this to a religious man!
Jesus is saying that it is possible to miss the most important
thing underneath the title, the position, the costume, the appearance, the weekly attendance, the revivals, the Sunday School
classes, the strategic planning meetings, the offerings, and the
smiles and handshakes. And to the extent we have believed any
of that extraneous stuff matters to God, we have been mistaken.
It is entirely possible to miss shalom, because no matter who
you are, you will never discover what you are not actively seeking, even if you believe you are going through all the right steps.
Because when religion becomes a pursuit of anything other than
seeking to discover the shalom of God, it has completely missed
the heart of God.
God’s intention has only and always been intimate union. It
has been for God’s presence to be born within each of us. And
this intimate, relational union with the Divine is the only place
where shalom can be found. It is the only place where one can
become whole, complete, and in harmony with all things.
It is also the place where each of us are on equal footing before
God. It is the place where no one person is any better or worse
than another. So no matter how important, how decorated, how
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influential, how knowledgeable, how righteous, or how powerful
any single person may think they are, even if they are preachers
or those in leaderships positions, we are all in the same position
together.
And this understanding begins to help us think differently
about sin and forgiveness.
But again, we are dealing with two negatively hyper-charged
and powerfully loaded words that have been force fed into our
collective psyche, so allow some space before jumping to any
conclusions about what these words actually mean.

I

RETHINKING SIN

nterestingly, close to eighty-percent of the time the word sin
is used in the New Testament, it is used as a noun.
This is interesting because we typically hear people talk about
sin as a verb.
They describe all of the bad things we do that make God
angry at us. And inevitably, when people focus on sin primarily
as a verb, they get obsessed with saying this sin is worse than that
sin. This sin can be overlooked but that sin can’t. And this sin is
unforgivable but that sin is okay (since we are all doing it).
The original Greek word for sin, as a noun, is hamartia. It
means to be without a share in, or a position where one has missed
the mark or strayed.6
Sin is simply a position in which we find ourselves.
It is a position out of alignment with God, or in disunion
with God. And in that place of disunion, we are the opposite of
shalom, the opposite of wholeness, completeness, and harmony
in all things.
And this begins to open our eyes to the central issue.
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It’s not that we are horrible wretches for committing all of
these terrible sins every day. It is that we are collectively, and
equally, in a position of disunion with the Divine. And when we
live out of this broken relationship, it very naturally begins to
look unwhole, incomplete, and inharmonious. It is the natural
consequence of us living outside of shalom.
That is why God’s intention has always been to get rid of sin,
or to remove the relational barrier between us, because we were
always meant to be in union with God, where life to the fullest is
found.
The wisdom of Paul ought to be an eye-opener for each one
of us today, because he echoes this exact point when he says that
we all fall short of God’s glory.7 We are all in the same position
of disunion, equally. There is not one single person who has a
position that is any better or any worse than another. And in this
position, we are not presently sharing in this shalom.
That is sin, as a noun.
So when religious people begin creating these crazy hierarchies of sin and telling us that certain people or groups are worse
than others, telling us who’s in and who’s out, all it does is alienate
and devalue people who should not be alienated or devalued. It
sends a message that the religious are good and righteous and all
the rest of us are sinners who are bad and unworthy. And all that
does is create more judgment and condemnation and anger and
hostility toward people, which leads to more walls of division
between us all.
The point is that when the religious view sin primarily, or
exclusively, as a verb, they fall back into that old way of labeling, categorizing, ranking, and then dividing. And it completely
misses the big picture that we are all in the same position and
that the heart of God has always been an invitation back into
relational union with every single one of us equally.
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Every. Single. One. Of. Us. Equally.
So when we begin to see sin correctly, as a place of disunion,
we understand there can be no hierarchy of sin or worthiness.
We are all disconnected from the Source of Life, and we are in
that place together.
Hard stop.
And once we begin to understand this simple truth, it is the
place where humility and grace comes to life and shines. It is
the place of remarkable beauty and breakthrough. It is the place
where all the broken pieces of the world come back together
as one, where we learn how to see beauty in the wreckage, and
where everyone is welcome to the table of invitation together,
without judgment or exclusion, whether you are living with
someone, a biker who drinks beer and smokes a little weed, or a
young lady wearing a short skirt.

I

I AM SO SORRY

f this truth has been withheld from you, or if you have
received something very different than this message of radical
invitation and inclusion, please let me tell you that the grace and
love of God has always been with you, has always been for you,
and has always surrounded you. The grace and love of God has
always been with you, even in your disunion, even when you
have felt unworthy, and has always been inviting you back with
open arms, as you are, into loving union with the Source of Life.
But there may be some of you, maybe a lot of you, who are
reading these words and still carrying around so much pain and
so many wounds from past church experiences or past dealings
with religious people.
I am deeply sorry and I completely understand.
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But.
No matter what you may have been told.
No matter how badly you may have been treated or wounded.
No matter the judgments and accusations that may have
been thrown at you.
No matter if you may have been told that you are unworthy
or unredeemable.
No matter if you may have been told that God will never
forgive you.
Let me tell you emphatically, once and for all, that you are loved
and you are already forgiven, as you are.
Every single one of you.
Forgiven.
Past tense.
Done deal.
God loves you and has always been inviting you, as you are,
into shalom. Inviting you, as you are, out of the wreckage and
into a new beginning of life and love and beauty and wholeness
and completeness and harmony. Inviting you, as you are, into
the full immersion of an entirely different present reality. And
God is speaking your name to let you know that you have always
been loved as you are, that you have always been worthy as you
are, and that in this embrace of the Divine you are being made
whole.
I rarely say this, but when I do you know I mean it. Praise
God!
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L

RETHINKING THE
FORGIVENESS OF GOD

et’s talk about forgiveness. You may have always thought
of forgiveness as a verbal sentiment only given when an
adequate measure of contrition, remorse, or tears have been
poured out. And that is completely understandable, because that
is the model of forgiveness we have been culturally-conditioned
to understand, especially in our churches. Within that model,
forgiveness is conditionally given in exchange for a person being
sorry for their sins. The key word is conditionally.
It usually plays out something like this. God has the power
to forgive you or to not forgive you. And God’s forgiveness will
absolutely not be given unless you are really sorry for what you
have done and then go through all the right steps to show how
sorry you are.
But interestingly, what we find in Scripture is actually something very different than the conditional, reactive forgiveness
that holds power over people.
In story after story, and account after account, we discover
that the forgiveness of God, demonstrated through the life and
teachings of Jesus, is unconditional and preemptive. It happens
before any of us acknowledge it or do anything to receive it.
God’s forgiveness is always unmerited and given before anyone
ever asks for it.
There is absolutely nothing anyone can do to earn that kind
of forgiveness, because it is birthed out of compassion and mercy
and is given regardless of one being sorry.
But many miss God’s unconditional, preemptive forgiveness
because they project their merit-based forgiveness system on to
God and then look at the Bible as a mechanical process to be
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exactly followed or as a mathematical equation that only equals
forgiveness if all of the numbers are added up correctly.
The forgiveness of God is not based upon merit and is neither a
mechanical process to follow, nor a mathematical equation to get
correct, in order to receive it.
God’s forgiveness is completely one-sided and was demonstrated at the cross of Christ for all people, for all time. In every
way the religious have believed, or continue to believe, that nonstop sacrifices, penance, or daily words of contrition are necessary on our part to be at peace with an angry, temperamental
god, it was God who finally put those faulty assumptions to rest,
once and for all, by offering a peace sacrifice to us, not continually expecting sacrifices from us.
Stop and think about that for a moment.
It was God that made a peace offering to us, in Jesus, to prove
that there is absolutely no hostility or anger toward us. There is
only a longing to be at peace with us and then to be in relationship with us. And in any way we have rebelled from that peace
and relationship, it has already been forgiven.
So rather than an authoritarian power play that holds forgiveness or unforgiveness over our heads until we are contrite
and remorseful enough, or until we have offered enough sacrifices, or until we have shed enough tears, the forgiveness of
God stands alone. It has never been dependent upon any single
person climbing the ladder of worthiness or attaining higher levels on the fictitious relative sin scale. It is unconditionally and
preemptively self-giving and self-generative, and birthed out of
God’s great compassion and mercy for all of us.
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And as a result, there is only and always forgiveness for all
equally and the hope of a restored relationship.

G

A M OV E M E N T T OWA R D
R E L AT I O N S H I P

od’s forgiveness has always been God’s first move toward
restoring a relationship with each of us. And if you have
missed that then you have missed the entire point.
The forgiveness of God allows for the repairing and mending
work in our relationship to begin. For the two to become one.
For that which has been divided to come back together. For that
which has been in disunion to be reunited. For wholeness, completeness, and harmony to be realized in our relationship. That
is precisely what reconciliation is. It is the process that slowly
begins to build trust, heal wounds and divisions, and make relationships whole again over time.
And that is the hope of God. That in light of God’s forgiveness, our relationship will be reconciled, will be made whole and
complete, will move toward perfect harmony, and shalom will be
realized in and through our lives.
Interestingly, that is why followers of Jesus are referred to as
ministers of reconciliation, rather than ministers of forgiveness.8
Because God’s forgiveness has already been given to all. That is
the Good News. And now, in light of God’s forgiveness for all
people, we are those who announce to the world that there is no
enmity, hostility, or condemnation from God toward anyone.
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There is only love and forgiveness and open arms that welcomes
back every prodigal.

I

B R E A K I N G I N T O W H AT
IS ALREADY THERE

want to share something very eye opening and mind-blowing
with you.
On the day of Pentecost, Peter is preaching to the crowd and
says, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.”
From the outside looking in, it sounds like Peter is telling the
people that in order to be forgiven, they must first repent and be
baptized and then, and only then, will they be forgiven by God.
And that is the way countless Christians have taken that
verse over the centuries. It is viewed as a conditional transaction
between God and a person. In essence, the forgiveness of God
will only be given when you say the right words, when you have
a repentant heart, and when you are baptized in the water.
But here is the crazy part.
In that verse spoken by Peter, the word translated as for is the
Greek word eis.
Eis means a motion into, penetration, union.9
So what many have always read as this conditional transaction between people and God is actually a movement we make
into something that is already there, something that has already
been given, something that already surrounds us. And that
something... is the forgiveness of God.
We don’t do something for God’s forgiveness. We move into, and
find union with, a forgiveness that already surrounds us.
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And our faithful acts of repentance and baptism are those
movements we make that penetrate into, and find union with,
that forgiveness that was given long ago.
God’s forgiveness is not being withheld like a stingy miser.
Nor is it dependent upon you being good or perfect, or going
through the right steps. God’s forgiveness is already here. It has
already been extended to all. It is all around you. The invitation
into forgiveness and a life of shalom was given long ago. All you
have to do is enter into it.
And no one can keep you from entering, as you are.

T

W H Y D O E S T H I S M AT T E R ?

he reason this matters is because we ultimately extend that
which we believe has been extended to us. And as long as
we believe that God only forgives those who ask for it, those who
deserve it, and those who are repentant, then we will do the same
with others.
This is single-handedly the most important reason for us to
understand that God’s forgiveness is unconditional and preemptive, because it truly affects how we view and treat other people.
For instance, if my sister was sideways with my dad, but he
already unconditionally and preemptively forgave her, what
right would I have in continuing to finger point, accuse, and
hold it against my sister?
Since my father had already forgiven her, ought it not change
how I see my sister (as forgiven)? Ought it not open my eyes to
see how I am not in a position to accuse, condemn, or be hostile
toward her? Ought it not cause me to be as forgiving toward her
as my father?
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Understanding God’s forgiveness is not a matter of subtle
nuance or simply a chicken and egg discussion without any real
world practical consequence. This distinction matters so much
right now.
It matters for how Christians view and then treat other people, especially the LGBTQ community, drug addicts and abusers, the homeless, those who are in our country illegally, and any
other group that is being judged and marginalized.

T

IT’S SO GOOD TO BE ALIVE

o be really blunt here, it has never been more important
than it is today to abandon self-limiting, self-assured religion and discover life in the shalom of God.
Because when we are immersed into the radical forgiveness
and inclusion of the Divine, we are surrounded by the very heart
of God, which has always been an unconditional, self-sacrificing, other-centered love. And when we penetrate head-first into
the forgiveness and lovingkindness of God, we begin to change
at the heart level and it changes how we see other people and
how we experience this life in all of its brilliance and fullness. In
this intimate, relational union with God, we actually begin to
become like our Father.
God’s unconditional love becomes our unconditional love.
So what you may have never tasted in the past, or what you
may have only tasted in part for a fleeting moment in the past,
has now become a life overflowing in abundance in this present
moment.
But this time.
It’s here with us in every present moment moving forward.
Heaven birthed within us, no longer as fleeting, transient
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moments that slip through our fingers, but as our new way of
living, as a newborn, as a new creation, as a little child, with new
eyes, a new heart, and breathing as if for the very first time.
It is so good to be alive again. And this is what God wants for
us all.
But unless we become like little children, unless we are born
again, unless we seek after and discover this new reality, we will
never see or experience the kingdom of God in this life. We will
never discover anything outside the limitations of religion. We
will never move beyond our disunion with the Divine, nor enter
into the present union of shalom.
But when we do, we carry this new life with us into every
experience. This peace and forgiveness within our souls begins
to flow into our every interaction and conversation and relationship. This joy in our being begins to delight in the resident
goodness of all things- every sight, every sound, every touch, and
every scent. And this deep love in our hearts begins to awaken
us to a beauty in all things that we may have previously missed
or taken for granted.
Like sitting in silence and meditating and praying and communing in the life-giving presence of God. Taking an early
morning walk and contemplating the beauty of creation and giving thanks for all that we awake to every morning. Sitting down
for a meal with our families and friends each evening after a long
day. Seeing every person as a brother or sister who is unconditionally loved. Hugging the brokenhearted, sharing words of
life and encouragement to those who are having a hard time, or
making a meal for the family who lost a loved one. Serving meals
and sitting at a table in conversation with those who gather
at the hot meal site. Visiting and caring for the widow in our
neighborhoods. Holding the hand of our spouse during their
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chemotherapy treatment. Remembering all of those moments in
our lives and cherishing them and giving thanks for it all.
It’s every single moment of our lives, even in the hardship, even
in the pain, even in the wreckage where heaven and earth come
together, where a new reality births within us and we begin to see
and experience all things differently.
And that is so much more than religion could ever give you.

T

BUT YOU ARE PRIVILEGED!

here may be an urge to believe that this kind of experience
is only for those who live and exist within a place of privilege, but let me disabuse you of this thinking.
The present experience of shalom makes no distinction based
upon life situation.
Everyone, in every life situation or circumstance, has equal
access to it. But for some, it’s easier to find than for others. For
millennia, those who have been in the least privileged of life situations were actually those who had easier access to the shalom
of God, while those in the most privileged of life situations have
had more difficulty finding it. This is what Jesus means when
he says that, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of
a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom
of God.”10 When one believes they have everything they need,
there is a tendency for them to also believe that they do not need
anything else to fulfill them. But when one realizes the poverty
of their life, there is a great desire to search for that which gives
in abundance.
But it is available to all who seek after it, equally.
Even Paul, imprisoned when writing a letter to the Philippian
church noted:
86

Brandon Andres s

I have learned to be content [and self-sufficient through Christ,
satisfied to the point where I am not disturbed or uneasy]
regardless of my circumstances. I know how to get along and
live humbly [in difficult times], and I also know how to enjoy
abundance and live in prosperity. In any and every circumstance I have learned the secret [of facing life], whether wellfed or going hungry, whether having an abundance or being in
need. I can do all things [which He has called me to do] through
Him who strengthens and empowers me [to fulfill His purpose—I am self-sufficient in Christ’s sufficiency; I am ready for
anything and equal to anything through Him who infuses me
with inner strength and confident peace.]11

That is why it is not based upon life situation and why it is
freely available to all and why no one can keep you from entering into it. Because it is free to all who hunger and thirst for it.
And there is not one religious person or leader who can stand in
the way of you entering. There is not one religious leader who
can decide whether you are in or out. There is not one religious
leader who can keep you from a seat at this table.
The religious may stand on the outside and try to close the
door, and prevent you from entering with rules and methodologies and classes and expectations, but Jesus opens wide the door
and invites us all to a seat at the table with him, without judgment or condemnation.
So no matter your background, your present life situation, your socioeconomic status, your level of education, your
appearance, your diseases, your addictions, your afflictions,
your offenses, your burdens, your heartache, your despair, or
even your past or present sins, there is no single person, not one
religious person, not one holier-than-thou person, not even the
most theologically-minded, well-respected, or studied preacher
who can keep you from this embrace, who can block this perfect
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love and perfect freedom, or who can take away your seat at the
table of invitation.
As followers of Jesus, we have not been given the task of shutting the door or preventing “sinners” from entering into the
Kingdom of God.
Rather, we have been given the task of entering presently
through the open doors ourselves and then accompanying every
single person of the world to the table so that they, too, can taste
and see just how good the Lord is.
The kingdom of God is not a place that needs guarded or protected. It’s not a place entered into by the self-described righteous
or religious. And it is certainly not a place where the untouchables, outcasts, or unholy sinners are banned or restricted.
The kingdom of God is here. It is present. It is all around us
and surrounding us and just waiting for us to see it and discover
it and receive it. And this is the only place where the wholeness,
completeness, and harmony of shalom if found.
The door is always open. There is always a seat at the table.
You have been invited, as you are.

QUESTIONS
1. What is unhealthy religion and what does it look like
for individuals, relationships, communities, and the
larger world? How is unhealthy religion so detrimental to shalom?
2. What is a healthy religion and how can it be a catalyst
for people to experience and then extend shalom into
relationships, communities, and the larger world?
What would that begin to look like?
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3. What was the biggest surprise or revelation you
uncovered in this chapter and why?
4. In your own words, how would you describe shalom?
5. How is it that shalom can be experienced despite the
life situation or circumstance in which one finds him
or herself?
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