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This book is no exception. I especially like the focus on love, which
for Jonathan is what fuels the journey beyond deconstruction into
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"Jonathan J. Foster’s The Reconstructionist is a wonderfully
inspiring book on the subject of faith, doubt, deconstruction, and
reconstructing well. For Christians who feel like they are walking
on a waterbed rather than solid ground, Jonathan offers a deeply
wise, pastoral, autobiographical, and hope-filled gem that will
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those who are dechurched, done, ex-vangelical, and even faithfully
Christian, this book will be a helpful companion for the journey!"
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"Life happens. And bad things happen to good people, all the time.
Sometimes really bad things. Sometimes these things happen at
the most inopportune times, like months into a new church plant,
when you're giving everything you've got to do something great for
God. That's not how it's supposed to work, right? Jonathan J. Foster's
family tragedy carved out a well in him that was filled with grief and
tears, finally transformed into a new experience of the love of God.
It involved a costly, messy demolition and rebuild of the Christianity
he thought he understood, resulting in a far more beautiful and
resilient faith and practice. Jonathan learned that 'Love is change,
and change is risk. Risk steps further into love and will peer into the
cracks left by the earthquake until it falls into the cracks. Nothing
is stable except for the destabilizing presence of love.' Jonathan
learned that love can and does hold everything together. His book
will make you think, cry, and then think some more."
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"In The Reconstructionist, Jonathan Foster embraces brokenness and
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the aftermath of unspeakable tragedy he finds, maybe for the first
time, an authentic connection to God. A connection that has been
stripped bare of the conventional constructs of theology, platitudes,
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"If you think church people and it’s leaders are all neat and put
together, then this book is gonna rock your world! I’ve known much
of Jonathan’s life journey, first as a member of his worship band in
the late 90’s, then as a friend and fellow seeker after that. Both of
us, adult men looking for meaning and answers to life’s challenges
in the church, it’s theology and beyond have always wanted more,
and here Jonathan lays out the milestones of his faithful journey
despite it’s obstacles. Bold, daring and even pushing the limits of
a neat and bow-tied 'Sunday morning best’, which my generation
was trained to present each week at the church doors, Jonathan has
always been that one friend 'on the inside' who continues to pull
the covers off the pretense of our narcissistic tendencies to push
the walls of the church further open to all who may seek Him and
his Grace. Big praise to Jonathan for sharing his experiences and its
challenges for all to see and to gain wisdom from them. If you’re
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“'Deconstruction' seems to be in vogue in some Christian circles—
and not without good reason! It’s easy to abandon one’s faith in
light of personal suffering or religious hypocrisy and intolerance.
Jonathan has experienced both personal tragedy—the sudden
death of his daughter—as well as a faith crisis which resulted
in him leaving his denomination over a principled ethical stand.
Yet through these challenges, Jonathan has emerged as a
'reconstructionist,' one who courageously re-envisions and rebuilds
their Christian belief system as if refined by a purifying fire. What
precisely needs deconstructing depends on where you begin and
the religious baggage you carry. But the reconstruction process

is broadly the same and begins at the cross. I am heartened that
Jonathan is able to move forward holding fast to faith, hope, and the
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book will help you to assess the life-limiting and life-giving aspects
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on what they are against, Jonathan shows his hand as one who is
more 'up' on what he is for. He is for mercy, people, and love. He
does not propose a boundary belief system, but rather a set of
affirmations that will surely invite you to re-evaluate the key anchor
points of your faith. This short and very accessible work called The
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THE
INTRODUC TION
PART

RELIEF ART
Suddenly, in the middle of the monologue disguised as a
conversation over coffee, it occurred to me that the frustration
animating my friend’s words was more about him than me.
I attempted to stay present, to engage, to listen. But it was
impossible. I was too distracted by the whirring of my mental
hard drive. Dozens of similar interactions were coming to mind.
Then a hundred. Then a thousand? I was unsure. The list just kept
growing.
I remembered a pointing finger there.
A red-faced word of condemnation there.
The yelling disapproval there.
I’m not necessarily troubled by conflict. I mean, given a choice,
I’d rather have someone agree with me than not, but no, it’s
not the conflict that’s troubling. What’s troubling for me, what
crystalized in that particular moment, as I involuntarily compared
the anxiety of my friend’s body language to the number of
files populating a little folder in the corner of my mind, is the

THE RECONSTRUC TIONIST

common denominator: all of them involve good, moral, religious,
specifically Christian, religious people.
The theology and ecclesiology I wrestle with in this work, the
humanity and beauty I’m attempting to name, is emerging
against the backdrop of a lifelong collective conversation with
the “religious person.”
The more I listen and reflect upon the conversation, the more
certain ideas take shape. I might, in a way, call this book a type
of relief art. Relief derives its name from the Latin word relevo. It
means “to raise.” It’s a centuries-old art form where artists create
3D images out of 2D backgrounds of the same material. While
the background for my art, the religious context all of this comes
out of, has certainly been altered, the point isn’t to just alter. The
point is to make art. In other words, it’s not just deconstruction;
it’s reconstruction. I am a relief artist, a reconstructionist.
I don’t mean to say that the 2D religious background has been
all bad. There have been good times, great laughter, wonderful
friends, helpful teaching, and support, specifically during tragedy
that I do not forget. But I am concluding that we religious folk, in
general, are not marked by love. We have been indelibly marked
(mark of the beast?) by fear, rule-keeping, and sacrifice. And as I’ll
attempt to say throughout our time together, sometimes directly,
sometimes indirectly, there just has to be a more beautiful
version of Christianity. There has to be. Look around. The world
14
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needs a more beautiful Christianity. (And likely, more beautiful
Muslim and Jewish faiths as well.)
We were supposed to be the ones known for our love.
We could still be. There’s always hope. But it will take
reconstructionists willing to forge new approaches to a very old
subject: love. Love of God and love of neighbor. And, of course,
the biblical test case for love of neighbor is love of enemy.1 But
in order to love your enemy, you must learn how to love yourself.
Having been in the local church my entire life, I genuinely think
most Christians don’t possess love for themselves. I think they
possess resentment, shame, anger, and fear. Or it possesses
them. The fear has spilled over into a thousand errors, not least of
which is a weird, entitled, pious kind of judgmentalism. It seems
to be the drug of our choice. We Western Christians are basically
religious junkies continually looking for whatever the next hit of
judgmentalism can provide.
It’s probably not that simple.
It probably is that simple.
Either way, we have wrecked ourselves.

1

A wording I’ve picked up on often in Wayne Northey’s
writing: www.waynenorthey.com.
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What I’m attempting to do in this book is to pick through the
wreckage and identify unhealthy ideologies; to reconstruct and
find a more beautiful way. For what it’s worth, I didn’t set out
years ago with any of this in mind. It was catalyzed in the middle
of a particular and intense type of loss that served to knock the
existential and theological wind out of me. I didn’t see it coming.
Blindsided, in the fullest sense of the word. I guess in one way,
everything I write here is an attempt to grasp for air, to refill the
lungs, to breathe again, to regain oxygen. I admit I write to you
as a way to write to myself. And myself has been asking,
“What the expletive happened?
What’s my responsibility here?
What does all of this mean?”
I imagine you already see the potential problem. Have you
ever had the wind knocked out of you? Do you recall the pain
and sense of desperation? Yes, when one loses breath, they’ll
do anything to breathe again. It’s possible that in my pain and
desperation, I am breathing contaminated air. It’s possible as
I identify an unhealthy ideology and point to new ways, I am
infusing the new ways with an unhealthy ideology of its own. Do
you see what I’m saying? The irony, given the way I started this
introduction? The frustration animating my words here may say
more about me than about you or anyone else.

16
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THE YOU I’M WRITING TO
So it’s true, I’m writing to myself. But I’m also thinking of,
interested in, and therefore writing to you.
And I know you.
No really, I think I do. You’re someone who has struggled with
life, religion, loss, rules, heaven and hell, the church, injustice,
fear, religious leaders, judgmental people, and every Facebook
post that’s touched on these subjects ever. You are on the verge
of giving up on Christianity. Perhaps you already have. Politics,
legalism, and hypocrisy are sickening to you. You’re disillusioned,
disenfranchised, disenchanted. And … I don’t blame you for
feeling or thinking any of these things. Actually, I applaud you.
I’ll just tell you what I decided. I decided that if the religious
people in my life continually reference …
•

1Thessalonians 5:22 to stay isolated

•

Deuteronomy 7:3 to justify their reluctance at
intermingling

•

Romans 10:9 to substitute a long obedience in the way,
truth, and life of Jesus with a magic transactional prayer

17
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•

Matthew 10:34, or Matt 21:12, or Matt 25 to suggest
Jesus was anything less than full of grace toward all
people

•

Isaiah 53 to promote the idea that God needs sacrifice

•

Hebrews 9:22 to convince themselves that bloodshed
can buy forgiveness

•

Romans 13:1 to suggest people are required to be
subject to authorities while the authorities denigrate and
disrespect a lower class of people and/or nation

… then I should become an atheist. Because those interpretations
and that god are doomed. I hope it’s helpful for you to know that
this was my decision. (And look at how well I’ve turned out.)
The frustration you are feeling is evidence you are open to
something new. This is a good thing. None of us get to the new
until we exhaust the old. And I don’t mean to say everything
about the old was bad. Thank God for the old. It was helpful and
beneficial for a time. It worked. Until it didn’t. But now? You’re
ready to become something more substantial.
I’m not trying to suggest that my ways are more substantial
than the “old ways.” Then again, maybe I am for why else
would I go to all the trouble of writing this book? Either way,
what I do think is that the contents of what you are reading
is worth serious consideration. If you pull on its thread, it will
18
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lead you somewhere. That is the problem, though, isn’t it? The
“somewhere” that this all leads? Sigh … I feel my reluctance in
encouraging you to read this, especially if you come from a more
conservative Christian setting. Because if you pull on the thread
with intellectual honesty, you will have to entertain questions. So
proceed with caution. The deconstruction part of reconstruction
is highly flammable. And I’m even not trying to sound edgy or
cool when I caution in this way. (Wait, does any of this even
sound edgy or cool? I don’t even know what’s cool anymore. As if
I ever did.)
My hope is that some of the content will help you on your
journey, although I readily admit, I am not the expert. Actually, I
don’t even think you need experts except for maybe one to tell
you that you don’t need experts. Everyone needs an expert like
that in their life. But the real expert in your life is you.
I’m supportive of you.
I’m a fan of you.
I believe in you.
You, of course, have made mistakes in the past. It’s okay. Forgive
yourself, which I think means to give up hope that the past will

19
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ever look any different. You don’t need to be perfect.2 You can
do this. You have the ability to think and come to your own
conclusions. I don’t mean to suggest that you can come to
truth all by yourself. Given how interconnected we are, how
intertwined our desires are, I doubt there’s such a thing as
“individual truth.” So you won’t find truth by yourself, but neither
will you find it without yourself.
You have a lot to say, to give, to add, and to subtract. I have a
feeling that far too many of us Christians give away too much of
our authority, agency, and personal power to the preacher guy
we listen to once a week on Sunday mornings.3 (This is especially
true for the people who have to listen to me.) I encourage you to
vet what I’m saying. Read the resources I list in the bibliography.
And then read the resources listed in their bibliographies. Listen.
Watch. Reflect. Pray. Entertain questions. Search.

2

Mark Karris, Religious Refugees: (De)Constructing Toward Spiritual and
Emotional Healing (Orange: Quoir, 2020), 21. “Self-compassion is key.”

3

I say guy, because it’s much more likely that your pastor (or priest) is
male than female. If you’re lucky enough to have a female pastor, I guess
I would say the same things. I would still encourage you to not absolve
yourself of vetting truth. Although as a rule I’m more inclined to trust
females over males. Partly because love seems to have so much affinity
for and with the powerless and between the two genders, there’s no
comparison as to who’s been more powerless. Can we go too far with this
logic? Probably. But maybe we should actually try it before we decide.
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Most of all, listen to yourself.
If you come from an overly stringent Christian background, it’s a
strong possibility you’ve never received specific encouragement
to listen to yourself.4 That’s not the kind of thing religious
systems foster. They’re much more interested in fostering the
perception that listening to yourself is seeded in selfish rebellion
and can only lead to disrespectful anarchy. But that’s just not
true. On the contrary, what’s selfish and disrespectful is to shame
people into thinking such things.5
I like what Mark Karris writes:

4

It’s worth noting that my Catholic friends may have, in theory, a bit more
freedom than us would-be reformers at assigning value to one’s inner self. If
the reformed folk are right, then humans are so messed up we could never
dare trust ourselves. How could we when we’ve fallen so short of God’s
standards? The Catholic view, if I’m understanding correctly, provides a bit
more space. It understands people to be marred, yes, but at least offers one
the possibility of getting to truth even though one hasn’t prayed the “sinner’s
prayer.” I suspect the distinctions get blurred in the real world though. So
it’s probably a moot point. But, for what it’s worth, in this I’m happily more
Catholic than Protestant. As if either group is lobbying for my allegiance.

5

Howard Thurman, in his 1980 Spelman College commencement address,
said, “There is something in every one of you that waits, listens for
the sound of the genuine in yourself—and if you cannot hear it, you
will never find whatever it is for which you are searching …”
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You are not a bitter, prodigal son or daughter who chose to
take all the beautiful things you learned, along with your rich
inheritance of the Christian faith, only to squander it in some big
debauched and satanic soirée. Instead, the well of your heart
has been poisoned by various elements of current Christian
principles, practices, policies, and attitudes at the hands of wellmeaning churches.6

If you’re new at “listening to yourself,” just try it for a little while
today. Then a little more tomorrow. Start small and work your
way up. You can do this. Pause often to remind yourself of
your agency. It doesn’t mean you’re disrespectful just because
you question. You have the freedom to lay aside intimidating
preachers, derisive father figures, shameful voices, limiting
options, and wrathful gods. You can always pick them up later.
For now, breathe.
Protect your heart.
And listen to the sound of the genuine.
Finally, I think it’s important to say, if you find you are not
agreeing or not yet ready to agree with what I’m attempting to
say, it’s okay. I mean, read the whole book before you give it a
one-star review. I know it’s extremely rare for a Christian to make
a rash judgmental decision, to say something disparaging before

6
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getting the whole story. Still, in the off chance that you are in the
practice of doing such things, my encouragement is to assume
positive intent and read the whole thing.
Then again, do whatever you want. Who am I kidding? It’s
your life. Yes, your life. Run with it. Enjoy it. My only real
encouragement is to find a God who runs and enjoys life with
you. If you can’t find that within Christianity, search elsewhere.
It’s an honor to be free, to search, to own your future.7 So as we
often say around my little faith community:
Choose your thoughts.
Be intentional about what you dream.
Pray with expectation.
Keep going.
God invents history in interaction with people who don’t give up.

7

Solomon said, “It is the glory of God to conceal a matter; to search out a
matter is the glory of kings.” And Gregory of Nyssa said, “The reward of the
search is to go on searching. The soul’s desire is fulfilled by the very fact of
its remaining unsatisfied, for really to see God is never to have had one’s fill
of desiring Him.” And Bono said, “I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”
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CHURCH EX NIHILO
A few years ago, the idea of starting a new faith community
sparked and jumped, convulsed and zapped along the vacuum
of emptiness that was my life. Yes, it was all very metaphorical
like that with ideas, frustrations, and innovations acting as little
particles of energy bouncing around, interacting, and colliding.
Just like creation. First, there was nothing—well, a quantum field
of nothing as the physicist might say, or a “nothing-something”
as Augustine might say, or “the face of the deep” as the writer of
Genesis might say—and then there was something.
No monies, and then there were monies.
No denomination interested, and then there was a denomination
interested.
No people, and then there were people.
No building and … wait … there’s still no building.
The “big bang” of all this activity served to catalyze the
movement of my little family east from Arizona to Kansas, from
the known to the unknown (“not knowing whither they went”).
The easiest “particle of energy” to understand, the most
straightforward reason for the church’s existence, might be that
my previous employer no longer needed my services. I’m not
saying one shouldn’t have more profound motivations when
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starting something as significant as a church; I’m just saying I
was jobless. And churchless. Which is how it works when you’re a
pastor. Your job is your church.
Trust me. I looked for openings. I asked around. I contacted some
contacts. And connected some connections. (I even thought
about leveraging some levers and liquidating some liquids, but
I didn’t want to get carried away.) I investigated, searched, and
researched. I fasted, prayed, and reprayed. I knew I wanted
something different, something I hadn’t experienced yet.8 Yes,
I wanted to find an authentic place, a place where I could be
myself. Years of seeker-sensitive, attraction-oriented, productionminded faith settings had left me hungry for realness, a place
where one could entertain complex issues with humility and
intellectual honesty. (Ha, that narrowed the options.)
I looked and looked, but … no dice. So I gambled and started
something new.
Gambling, it occurs to me now, doesn’t really go with humility
and honesty. Oh, well. “You play the cards you’ve been dealt,”

8

If you have been connected with churches I’ve been connected with, I don’t
mean to suggest that nothing significant, authentic, or helpful occurred. I
know good things happened. Rich relationships were formed. I have many
fond memories. And even if I did suggest that, then given that I was the
lead pastor in some of those settings, I bear primary responsibility.
25
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as the saying goes. Moses got a burning bush and a cool staff.
Rick Warren got a dream and a map. Me? I got ninety days
before the severance ran out. Oh, and lest I’m downplaying the
metaphysical, the spiritual, the “prompting of the Spirit” too
much? Yes, I felt it was the right gamble to make.
Starting a new faith community from scratch will give even
the most committed leader reason to pause. No money? No
people? No building? Good grief, these are formidable problems.
Even still, the intangibles are more formidable. I attacked the
challenge like any seasoned veteran: I bought a black ballpoint
pen. BIC, if you must know. And a small notebook. Moleskine,
discreet, nothing too big. I mean, I didn’t want the whole world
to see what I was writing.
I created bullet-point lists.
•

Vision: How would we talk about the unseen and
the unknown enough to excite but not too much to
overwhelm?

•

Style: Compared to other churches within the
denominational world (or other churches within the
evangelical world), would we have a similar or different
ethos?
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•

Distinctiveness: What would we offer right in the
neighborhood that made us distinct from other
worshipping communities?

•

Identity: Would we be known for getting more people
present on a Sunday morning, or for getting more of us
present to our community the rest of the week?

•

Leadership: Could we de-clergify the process, develop
and celebrate others? Or would people expect the pastor
to always take the lead?

•

Theology: Would freedom be afforded us by the
denomination or even by the people who might wind
up attending each Sunday? Would we be able to
approach pressing problems without the baggage of
past expectations, tradition, or dogma?

AN ABSURD CHALLENGE
The bullet points went on and on: expectations, momentum,
sustainability, staff development, community involvement, and
more. Yes, to navigate all those things while pursuing humility
and intellectual honesty would be very difficult. And I’ve yet to
name what would prove to be the most significant challenge:
navigating all the above in the middle of personal crisis, for on
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January 1, 2015, eighteen months into the start of the church,
our daughter was killed.
A wreck
lasting a few seconds
the damage
lasting forever.
The disaster sprung upon us without warning. No supernatural
prompting. No insider information. It was an earthquake of an
event, triggering a chain of blasts within the infrastructure of
our lives. A cloud of grief, like so much debris after an explosion,
hung in the air. Months and months. Years. In many ways
still there, clouds shifting and morphing, a murmuration of
heartache. Eventually, some of it began to settle, each existential
thought a particle of dust swirling, floating, corkscrewing down
through shafts of sunlight.
One thought that kept drifting around was the following:
If one can lose something this priceless, then one can lose
anything.
More than once, I watched it float around my head, disappear,
then reappear again in the airstream. I would reach my hand out.
Palm up. An invitation for it to settle. To slow down.
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God, just let it slow down. Let me hold it. Let me consider this thing.
But no matter how deliberate my movement, it would tumble
away. Into the breeze. Slow motion. So untethered from the
gravity of reality that weighed me down.
Eventually, it would reemerge. Virtually the same thought, but
slightly different: losing something this priceless points to the
reality that ultimately, we lose everything.
So there you have it. Like Kafka, I’ve figured out the meaning
of life is that it ends. And then, like Ellul, I’ve figured out the
meaning of God is limited by the love that takes up residence
beside us in our search for this meaning of life. 9
A limited love.
Who would have guessed?
Our daughter was, as we say, one of a kind. She was full of
personality, artfulness, life. Beautiful with all her little flaws.
Perfect with all her slight imperfections. She was wild. And
fun. And noisy. Her eyes the color of waves, marine and
undomesticated; her personality too.

9

John Caputo, The Weakness of God: A Theology of the Event (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2006), 34. Caputo references Jacques Ellul from Anarchy and
Christianity by saying, “Suppose that God’s power over human beings is limited
by love and that God takes up a place beside them in their powerlessness?”
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Surely, she was the best of me.
Of my wife.
Of us.
Being her dad was the best. Not being her dad after only twenty
brief years was (still is) the most absurd challenge.
It is remarkable and severe to lose something so priceless, but to
do so while pastoring; to invite change within a group of people
with so much changing within you; to be the interpreter of
events with so much in your own life needing to be interpreted
… well, there are no words to describe the difficulty. (Literally. I
just spent a few minutes perusing my dictionary to confirm once
again that there are no words.)
Should I have stepped down from any leadership role? Was I
asking too much of myself to pastor while dealing with the loss?
Should I have resigned, acquiesced, given up? Maybe. Honestly? I
don’t know.
Should I even be writing about it right now, six years removed?
Am I asking too much of myself to write while dealing with the
loss? Maybe. Honestly? I don’t know.
I do know I’m trying to bear witness to this thing, but what does
it mean to witness something? More specifically, what does
it mean to witness something when one’s entire framework
30
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of witnessing has been dismantled? How does that work? In
the introduction of James Alison’s Faith Beyond Resentment, Dr.
Alison says, “To come across broken pieces and try and put them
together is one thing. To discover oneself among the broken
pieces which are being put together is quite another.”10
There was no way to prepare for such absurdity. There were no
real answers. I knew things would be different. I knew I had been
affected. How should I put it? It was like something had moved,
or shuddered, or groaned within me. It was deep, very deep.
Delphic. Subterranean. The ink lines of my existential Richter
scale had flown off the page in both directions. It cracked the
construct of my theology. But there was no real way to assess the
damage. It was life, in real time, with no point of reference. It was
happening all around us, underneath us, within us. There was no
way to know the right move, as if there was a “right move.” We
decided, for better or worse, to acknowledge the crack but to
move forward.

10

James Alison, Faith Beyond Resentment (New York: The
Crossroads Publishing Company, 2001), x.
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A CRACKED THEOLOGY
To catalog all that was triggered by my cracked theology would
go beyond the time we have together. We’ll have to approach
it, for our purposes here, less khronos-oriented and more kariosoriented. Less interested in timelines and more interested in fault
lines. And as best I understand it, significant fault lines developed
then cracked open in three theological locations.
•

The first opening went right through my approach to
the Bible, its purpose, and how I interpreted what it was I
was reading.11

•

The second developed underneath my conceptions of
sacrifice and mercy.

•

A third fissure ruined most—if not all—my thoughts
about fear, punishment, and love.

The damage was totalizing. There was nothing left to do except
to figure out ways to reconstruct. And after a few years, that’s
what I realized I was doing. Reconstructing. What does that look

11
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like? Well, for me, it’s walking, hiking, running, praying, breathing,
reflecting, being alone, and being still.
And reading. Good grief, so much reading. A thousand pages,
a few thousand more, a few hundred thousand more? It’s
never stopped. It’s just generated so much thinking. I suppose
reconstruction, for me, can be summed up in that one word:
thinking. Ilea Delio says, “Thinking is a form of love.”12 I hope
that’s true. If so, I should be very loving.
Maybe you wouldn’t categorize the events along your journey as
traumatic. Or maybe you would.13 Either way, it’s led you to the
place where you need to rebuild. And if I can do it, you can do it.
You certainly have one advantage over me in that I didn’t have
what’s contained in this book yet. I was working it out in real
time.

12

Ilio Delio, The Unbearable Wholeness of Being: God, Evolution, and
the Power of Love (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2013), 19.

13

I’m not sure it’s helpful to categorize one’s pain. Isn’t it all relative? Does
it really matter if someone else appears to have had worse pain? What
does that even mean? Who decides that anyhow? If you’ve experienced
something bad, then allow yourself to feel bad. There’s a saying in the
therapy world, “Your pain is your pain.” (Actually, I think it’s “Your shit is
your shit,” but I don’t want to alarm any religious people who’ve made it this
far in the reading. So we’ll stick with pain.) One shouldn’t overlook Brené
Brown here. She says, “Stay in your own lane. Comparison kills creativity and
joy.” Brené Brown, Rising Strong (New York: Random House, 2015), 195.
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I wasn’t really thinking about being a reconstructionist. It’s just
what happened while I was unrolling giant spools of yellow
caution tape in and around the mess above the various fault
lines of my theology. I would pick through the wreckage.
Separate the debris. Sit with, meditate upon, then run the length
and depth of each fault line. I would descend into the rock
and study the stratum. After time, I began to notice patterns
in the rock. Certain sequences and arrangements. They started
appearing, fading away, then reappearing. Little by little I gained
the confidence to name the three construction sites.
People > Text.
Mercy > Sacrifice.
Love > Fear.
And now I’m ready to invite you on a tour. So get your hard hat
on. And goggles. Roll up your pants. Wait, why do you need to
roll up your pants? Leave your pants alone. Okay, are you ready?
Walk with me. As we approach some of the new (or is it ancient?)
theological architecture, I need to offer three general thoughts.
First, none of the building sites exist separate from any of the
other building sites. They all overlap, dovetail, and flow together.
To have clarity in one is to begin to have clarity in another. I
can’t imagine gaining understanding about mercy, for example,
without reflecting fully on love. Similarly, I can’t imagine an
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increasing awareness of love without increasing awareness of
humanity’s beauty. It’s all interconnected.
So if you struggle in one area, the encouragement is to continue
to the next. It’s likely that in the overlap, you’ll find clues to help
you work both forward and backward. If you don’t find clues, if
you’re not gaining traction, then it might be best to put it all
aside. I have no desire to frustrate you or frustrate the way you
construct meaning. The timing may not be right for you to read
this. Or maybe you’ll never want to read this. I don’t know. Either
way, it’s your choice, and there will be plenty of exits along the
way.
Second, if you choose to continue, please know that to duck
underneath the caution tape and critically assess any of the fault
lines is to invite a measure of destabilization into your life. This is
particularly true for those of us who come from a more ordered,
hierarchical, religious background. It’s the religious people—
my people—who have the most work ahead of them. It’s the
religious people who will feel the most uncertain, unsure, and
untethered about all this reconstruction.
If you begin to feel untethered, rather when you begin to feel
untethered, just know that this is normal. These are major shifts
to consider, so it’s natural to feel anxiety. Kierkegaard said,
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“Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.”14 Yes. Amen. It’s freedom that
allows us to interact with these issues. Freedom will set you free,
but first, freedom can be overwhelming.
It will be in your best interest to do this work slowly. And
with a licensed therapist. And maybe with a strong drink. Not
necessarily in that order. None of the reflecting we’re doing
here will help you gain more certainty, power, or security. As
you peer into the crevices, sooner or later, you’ll fall into the
crevices. I wish there were a different way, but I’m afraid that’s
just the way this works. That’s the process, the unending pattern.
Deconstruction is like a fractal image that never quite stops
folding in on itself.
I can’t really explain why this is the case, but to the degree
that I can assign responsibility, I point to capital L-Love. Love
is wounded and, as such, is on a never-ending inward journey
full of uncontrollable risk (and uncontrollable promise). In
philosophical language, this is where we might say that the
absolute experiences lack. In theological language, this is where
we might say that God experiences loss.

14
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Yes, loss. I no longer hold to the traditional view that God’s
perfection means he is unaffected by suffering. Namely, because
God is love. Suffering is always involved with love. Then again,
suffering is involved with a lack of love as well. It’s not as if
circumstances can be arranged in a way that one is able to
avoid suffering. I’m trying to find that unstable middle ground in
between the reality that love doesn’t insulate us from pain and
God not authoring the pain. If he authored pain, we would be
forced to live by the myth of redemptive suffering which is not
something I’m willing to do. (Also, if he authored pain, I wouldn’t
like him.) So, yes, suffering is involved with love. If love could
control, there would be no reason for risk and there would be no
way we could call it love, for love can’t be love unless it can let
the other walk away.15
Love is change. Change is risk. And risk steps further into love.
It will peer into the cracks left by the earthquake until it falls
into the cracks. Nothing is stable except for the destabilizing
presence of love. The veneer of control is continually being
peeled back by the chaos of chance and timing. By the way, it’s
being peeled away by the antagonism of evolution in biology,
by the absurdity of super-positioning in quantum physics, by the
incompleteness of the incompleteness theory in mathematics

15

To wrestle more with the concept of an uncontrolling
love, read Thomas J. Oord. One good reason to do so is that
he has a book titled The Uncontrolling Love of God.
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too! Nothing is stable. Things fold in on themselves again and
again. The dimensions can’t hold the weight; it’s a kaleidoscopic
giving way to that which is ever on the inside. Everything good
is fractal.
Third, as enjoyable as it is to speak in all this “fractal-philosophical”
language, the goal, I think, is to figure how all this makes sense in
the world. Yes, in real-life, flesh-and-blood ways. This is why Jesus
is so central. He was the embodiment of all that is good and
fractal. As such, he was the fulfillment of all that it means to be
fully human.
If humanity finds its first and divided archetype in Adam, it
finds its second and undivided archetype in Jesus. The first was
marked by faithlessness and scarcity, but the second was marked
by trust and abundance. The first motivated by stinginess, the
second motivated by grace. Adam blamed Eve, who blamed the
serpent, a trait we see repeated by Cain, who blamed his brother
Abel. But Jesus went in a different direction.
Rather than blaming, he chose to identify with those who are
blamed.
Rather than offloading his anxieties onto a scapegoat, he chose to
become the scapegoat.
Rather than validating the wheel of injustice fueled by our
surrogate victims’ blood, he became the victim. In doing so, he
became a spoke inserted into the very wheel of injustice itself!
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We see the spirit, will, or intentionality of Jesus to love in all of
this. He was neither forced nor coerced to live the way he lived.
No, he lived this way of his own volition.16 He chose and followed
love, or maybe the sequence is followed and then chose. Either
way, it was love to the end. And at the end, on the cross, he
experienced the loss, the risk, the mystery of love folding in on
itself. Yes, everything good is fractal.
For how else could one begin to consider the one responsible for
life handed over to death?
How else could one begin to reflect upon the maker of trees hanging on a tree?
How else could one begin to explain “the very God of very God”
experiencing loss?17
How else could one begin to think of the Word being reduced to
silence?
How else could one begin to talk of the Son of God crying out to
Father God, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me”?18
I speak this way not because I am unaware of atonement
theories but because I’m all too aware of atonement theories,
particularly the penal substitutionary atonement theory lacing

16

John 10:18 (NIV).

17

A line from the Nicene Creed.

18

Matt 27:46 (NIV).
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the fault lines of so much religion in the West. This is the theory
that suggests God willed the death of his son to alleviate his
wrath, something like a ransom paid, which winds up initiating
a circular transaction. God pays God … to spare all of God’s
children … God’s wrath. As David Bentley Hart says, this act
of God would be “rather like a bank issuing itself credit to pay
off a debt it owes itself, using a currency it has minted for the
occasion and certified in its value wholly on the basis of the very
credit it is issuing to itself.”19
I categorically reject the idea that God needed the death of
his son to forgive. And while I’m categorically rejecting things,
something one doesn’t get to do every day, I’ll add that I do not
believe God forsook his son for even one moment. I don’t deny
that Jesus cried out, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that he was
abandoned, any more than God abandons any of us when we
cry out, which we all have surely done. No, God doesn’t abandon
his own.
S(He) is not willing that anyone should perish.
S(He) sticks closer than a brother.
S(He) is close to the brokenhearted.

19
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How close? So close that s(he) goes into death with us, to
redeem us, and in the process redeem death from the inside
out, so that we can now say there is no God-forsaken place left
in the cosmos. Is there any location love will not go? How could
we separate ourselves from God’s presence? Where could we go
from his (her) Spirit? By the way, how could such a location exist?
What would that even mean?
I’m not suggesting I or any of us can explain all that happened as
Life collided with Death on a hill outside of Jerusalem some two
thousand years ago. What I am suggesting is that I have been
able to disassemble theories that painted me into a corner (yes,
again, unstable construction) where I had no other recourse than
to see the magnanimous, gracious, God of all creation as a petty,
vindictive, child abuser.
That just doesn’t make sense.
What could make sense is to say that in the cry of Jesus on the
cross, we find evidence of what it means to be fully human. To
be fully human is paradoxically found in the loss of God. That is
the antagonism, absurdity, and incompleteness of love. For the
cross was a risk brought about by love. Catherine Keller says, “The
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crucifixion is not what redeems, but what expresses the risk, the
stakes, of radical love.”20
At the cross, the Embodiment of Love dies, and love folds in on itself.
The dimensions cannot hold the weight.
The earth quakes.
The curtain tears.
The sky goes dark.
The seed dies and falls into the ground.
Pick your symbolic language, but I’m calling it a kaleidoscopic
giving way to that which is ever on the inside. Sigh … it’s true …
everything good is fractal. And simultaneously, everything good
is corporeal.
Augustine once beautifully blended the conceptual with the
corporeal as he preached.
Man’s Maker was made man,
that He, Ruler of the stars, might nurse at His mother’s breasts;
that the Bread might be hungry, the Fountain thirst, the Light sleep,
the Way be tired from the journey;
that the Truth might be accused by false witnesses,
the Judge of the living and the dead be judged by a mortal judge,

20
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Justice be sentenced by the unjust,
the Teacher be beaten with whips,
the Vine be crowned with thorns,
the Foundation be suspended on wood;
that Strength might be made weak,
that He who makes well might be wounded,
that Life might die.21

It makes no sense. And it makes all the sense. Like I said, a
cracked theology.

21

St Augustine, Sermon 191.
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